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1. Introduction:  

This presentation will begin by establishing the principles of repetition compulsion, mastery, 

and the death drive as they are explained in Freud’s “Remembering, Repeating, and Working 

Through” (1914), Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), and the The Uncanny (1919). Upon 

laying those foundations I will illustrate them through three creative works: Michael Cimino’s 

The Deer Hunter (1978), Willa Cather’s My Ántonia (1918), and Toni Morrison’s Beloved 

(1987). Clearly, there are many avenues of exploration when it comes to trauma in all of these 

works. But my goal is to present a concise overview of those I believe add specifically to our 

understandings of repetition compulsion and mastery. For example, in The Deer Hunter one 

could easily explore the decimation of the characters’ social trust through an application of 

Jonathon Shay’s important works, Achilles in Vietnam and Odysseus in America. However, the 

theorist I will discuss alongside Cimino’s film is Cathy Caruth. I believe her reading of Freud 

helps us to understand the notion of survival as an often overlooked component of repetition 

compulsion. I will show Caruth’s survival as the defining characteristic separating Robert De 

Niro’s character from Christopher Walken’s in Cimino’s film. In Cather’s My Ántonia we will 

find E. Ann Kaplan’s assertion that trauma creates in the survivor a new subjectivity and view 

two very different forms of mastery: the character Jim’s high school commencement address and 

Ántonia’s compulsion to finish building the farm her father started before taking his own life. 

Finally, in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, I will use three essays from Linda Belau and Petar 
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Ramadanovic’s collection, Topologies of Trauma, to show how the interconnectivity of life’s 

traumas inform repetition compulsion as well as how mastery is not always beautiful, or, as 

Morrison puts it, “not always a story to pass on” (324). In each example, my hope is that you will 

take note of other theorists or texts I might have overlooked and propose them for discussion 

once the presentation is complete. With that said, let us turn to Freud and the foundations of 

everything that will follow. 

2. Freud: Repetition Compulsion, Death Drive, Mastery 

Sigmund Freud’s largest contributions to human thought were describing the unconscious, 

formulating a theory of its constituent parts in the id, ego, and superego, and illustrating that 

certain drives therein direct our behaviors in the conscious world. In “Remembering, Repeating 

and Working Through” (1914) Freud calls into question the prevalence of “forgetting,” arguing 

that patients tend to “shut out” rather than forget trauma entirely. In distinguishing between those 

who remember and those who do not, Freud explains that patients can recall “screen memories” 

through hypnosis, containing all “essential elements of the patient’s childhood” (393). In 

rememberers, progress in treatment depends on the analyst’s ability to “identify the resistances 

… and mak[e] the patient conscious of them” (391-92). By isolating and defining the nature of 

the patient’s resistance, the analyst can help him or her conceive of ways to overcome repressed 

trauma.  

Some patients cannot remember, however; they require an additional step in treatment that 

makes traumatic memories accessible. These individuals “act out” repressed memories through a 

“repetition compulsion” which “takes the place of the impulse to remember” (395).  Freud 

claims that “you cannot destroy an enemy if he is absent or out of range” (397). The task of the 
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analyst, then, is one of moving actions repeated as manifestations in the physical world into a 

psychic one where they can be resolved.  

 A number of things about repetition strike Freud as odd in Beyond the Pleasure Principle 

(1920). Specifically, the tendency of war veterans to revisit traumatic events in their dreams, the 

predestined fates of those who end up in toxic situations again-and-again, and the reenactments 

found in the games of children all seem to contain elements which do not produce pleasure. He 

speculates that his grandson’s Fort/Da game, one in which the child tosses a spool out of view, 

yelling “fort,” or gone, only to pull it back into view again to yell “da,” or there, is a delay of 

gratification, a mastery of his mother’s departure serving the reality principle. But repetition 

compulsion, through both the indirectness of the pleasure derived and the sheer painfulness of 

the accompanying symptoms, points to something that “supersedes the pleasure principle” (65), a 

death drive which binds trauma in order to work through it. The pleasure principle, the human 

instinct to seek out pleasure and avoid pain, is subservient to the death drive, a “primal” effort to 

restore the subject to “an earlier state” (BPP, 76). In nightmares, Freud describes the drive as one 

meant to restore the anxiety that should have been present during the traumatic event:  

While the dreams of trauma-neurotics so regularly lead them back to the situation 

of the accident, they certainly do not serve wish fulfillment, which nevertheless, 

in a hallucinatory manner, is brought about by dreams: under the dominance of 

the pleasure principle, this has become their function. However, we may assume 

that here they serve another purpose, which must be achieved before the pleasure 

principle can begin to exercise its dominance. After the fact, these dreams seek to 

master the stimulus by developing anxiety, the lack of which was the cause of the 

traumatic neurosis. (BPP, 72) 
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Mastery cannot take place before the unknown goals of the death drive and repetition 

compulsion are made clear to the patient. Freud proposes repetition compulsion as closely tied to 

the death drive to explain how it bypasses the pleasure principle to work through trauma. Just as 

Freud finds in the word “Uncanny” a dual meaning, containing at once “two sets of ideas, which 

are not mutually contradictory” (The Uncanny, 131)—“that species of the frightening that goes 

back to what was once well known and had long been familiar” (The Uncanny, 124)—repetition 

takes the subject back to repressed trauma to learn that, yes, a traumatic loss or experience 

threatened the ego. But also, and more importantly, the ego survived the experience and can 

master it.  

2. Why Literature? 

I propose that Freud’s theories persist in their applicability, informing a conversation about 

the psyche that also teaches us about our culture. Likewise, cultural analysis double’s back upon 

Freud’s work, mapping social, racial, and gendered elements onto it, enhancing our 

understanding of the individual. Judith Herman understands the importance of studying culture 

alongside the mind. In Trauma and Recovery (1997) she explores trauma as it is experienced by 

women, combat veterans, and victims of political terror. The central theme running through her 

research, that “[r]epression, dissociation, and denial are phenomena of social as well as 

individual consciousness” (9), is well worth considering. Herman’s reading of the Freud canon 

shows the founder of psychoanalysis himself turning away from the overwhelming evidence of 

sexual abuse among his women patients. In a way, he illustrates Herman’s point that traumas like 

sexual abuse and war are “embarrassment[s that] civilian societies [are] eager to forget” (23). 

Literature rages against that repression, working to put the real traumas of the physical world in a 

package that the mind can understand and master.    



Martin 5 

 

But there’s still resistance to deal with. For instance, in The Uncanny (1919) Freud claims 

that analysts are usually not interested in the “emotional impulses that provide the usual subject 

matter of aesthetics, impulses that are restrained, inhibited in their aims and dependent on 

numerous attendant circumstances” (123). However, in the same work Freud uses E. T. A. 

Hoffman’s story "The Sandman" (1817) to explain the “uncanny” as a phenomenon containing 

both unknown and known elements. It is this line between “knowing and not knowing” (Caruth 

3) that literary trauma theory hopes to cross. Trauma theory, which emerged in the conversations 

that took place among those responsible for recording the stories of holocaust survivors, 

continued with those feminists who sought to revisit the sexual abuse of women and children 

through the study of literature, and which today, especially in my own work, views the text as a 

key of helping the current generation of war veterans, converges from a variety of directions to 

cross this line between knowing and not knowing. The warning that we are doomed to repeat as a 

collective perhaps best justifies the union between literature and psychoanalysis. And in the texts 

that follow I hope to show at least some examples of what the two have to teach us about our 

world and ourselves. 

3. The Deer Hunter 

Cathy Caruth explains early in Unclaimed Experience why it is that Freud turns to literature: 

“it is at the specific point at which knowing and not knowing intersect that the language of 

literature and the psychoanalytic theory of traumatic experience precisely meet” (3). Caruth’s 

analysis expands upon Freud’s notion that the death drive through a dissection of the moment of 

trauma. She argues that the traumatic event is hermeneutically sealed within the psyche through 

repression and that repetition is “experienced as the endless attempt to assume one’s survival as 

one’s own” (64). Repetition is not just a question of knowing death. It is a question of knowing 
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survival. For an example, Caruth points to survivors committing suicide after finding themselves 

far away from trauma in relative safety. These individuals appear to be in an “apparent struggle 

to die” (63), or, as Freud claims, in route to an inorganic state.  

Caruth argues that mastery lies on a path that passes through the death drive because the 

traumatized subject has “passed beyond death without knowing it. And it is in the attempt to 

master this awakening to life that the drive ultimately defines its historical structure” (65). 

Without a historical structure, the repetition inflicts itself chaotically as destructive, unexplained 

symptoms in the lives of survivors. In Michael Cimino’s 1978 film this notion of “laying claim 

to one’s own survival” plays out in the lives of two Russian-American steel workers played by 

Robert De Niro and Christopher Walken. 

The film follows the men to Vietnam where they are captured and tortured by the Viet 

Cong—forced to play each other in deadly games of Russian roulette when not kept in water-

submerged cages. To escape, De Niro convinces the captors to allow three bullets in the six-

bullet gun in a game against Walken. We watch as both men suppress their survival instincts—

make absence the anxiety in a way that Freud claims causes neurosis—in the hope that the empty 

chambers will be eliminated and that they can use the remaining bullets to escape. It works in the 

physical world, but not in the minds of Walken and De Niro. 

Caruth proposes a paradox of trauma, one in which “the most direct seeing of a violent event 

may occur as an absolute inability to know it” (91). Both Walken and De Niro are unable to 

know that they survived that horrific game. Freud claims that the absence of anxiety is the cause 

of neurosis. In choking down the anxiety that would have told any rational human being to not 

pull that trigger, what Caruth calls “break in the mind’s experience of time” (61) occurs. The 
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trauma is bound, its experience belated, and both men are doomed to find themselves at a table 

playing the same game again. 

De Niro and Walken are not compelled to “grasp [that they] almost died but, more 

fundamentally and enigmatically … to claim [their] own survival” (Caruth 64). And so we find 

ourselves in uncanny circumstances at the end of the film, an eerie situation where there are “two 

sets of ideas, which are not mutually contradictory” (Freud, The Uncanny 124). De Niro attempts 

to convince his friend that he has moved past death—that he can go home. But repetition 

compulsion demands that both he and Walken repeat the trauma in order to master it. All of the 

elements of the original trauma are in place: the gun, the Vietnamese, imprisonment in the form 

of De Niro’s inability to move forward without fulfilling his promise to bring Walken home, 

Walken’s addiction to heroin, and the threat of death. They play the game again. Unfortunately, 

for Walken, this psychic battle has real world ramifications. The chamber is not empty and only 

De Niro walks away with the knowledge he survived.   

4. My Ántonia 

Willa Cather’s My Ántonia certainly doesn’t stack up to the levels of violence found in The 

Deer Hunter and Beloved. Rather, My Ántonia tells the story of a lifelong friendship between Jim 

Burden and Ántonia Shimerda. The bulk of the novel takes place in Nebraska prairie land. Jim, 

an orphan, lives with his well-to-do grandparents on their farm, neighboring a poor, Bohemian 

immigrant family, the Shimerdas. Jim tutors Ántonia, who he describes as the most beautiful 

daughter in the family. Trauma comes in the suicide of Ántonia’s father. The event drives a 

wedge between the Burden’s and the Shimerdas, including Jim and Ántonia.  

Repetition compulsion is clearest in Cather’s novel through the ways in which Ántonia 

assumes her father’s role after his death. Jim remarks, “She wore the boots her father had so 
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thoughtfully taken off before he shot himself, and his old fur cap” (60). In each encounter 

between Jim and Ántonia the subject of Mr. Shimerda’s suicide is broached, implicating Jim—

or, at least, the idea of Jim—as a facet of Ántonia’s trauma . In one such exchange, there exists a 

preoccupation with suicide in Ántonia’s language: “‘If I lose that horse, Mr. Burden,’ Ántonia 

exclaimed, ‘I never stay here till Ambrosch come home! I go drown myself in the pond before 

morning’” (66). On one hand, the sudden destruction of Jim and Ántonia’s reveals the social 

disparity between her and Jim as a part of the trauma. Once Jim dedicates his high school 

commencement address to Ántonia’s father, however, the two begin to move forward. The 

suicide profoundly changes both characters, creating a new subjectivity, a concept observed by 

E. Ann Kaplan in Trauma Culture (2005). 

Kaplan, like Caruth, builds upon Freud’s theories of trauma. The two goals of Trauma 

Culture, the author argues, are exploring “adequate form[s] of ‘witnessing’ in the aftermath of 

catastrophe, and also finding ways to ‘translate’” trauma in order to break the cycle of repetition 

(136). The work opens with the author’s personal reaction to living in New York on September 

11, 2001. She remarks upon the differences between how that trauma was experienced on the 

ground as opposed to how it was shaped by the media. “More importantly, she explains how the 

events placed her within a closer psychic proximity to the trauma of living in London as a child 

during WW2. For Kaplan, the trauma of 9/11 and the trauma she experienced in WW2 connect, 

coalesce, and form within her a “new personal identity” (2). The aspects of each trauma inform 

that new identity, just as Ántonia’s new identity is informed both by her father’s suicide and the 

socioeconomic disadvantage that precipitated it. 

Mr. Shimerda takes his life after the prospects of achieving prosperity in the American west 

grow dim: “He wanted us to know they were not beggars in the old country; he made good 
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wages, and his family were respected there” (39). Alternatively, the Burdens bring with them the 

wealth of hired hands and the mobility to move into the city when the work proves too hard. Mr. 

Shemirda’s suicide, when juxtaposed alongside the Burden’s relative prosperity, serves as a 

reminder of disparate beginnings—a return of the repressed that divides even the closest of 

friends and creates within them a post-trauma identity. 

The subject matter of Jim’s commencement speech is only briefly alluded to, but something 

in it reminds Ántonia of her father. Jim explains that he dedicated it to Mr. Shimerda, causing his 

her to weep. Jim reflects, “I have had no other success that pulled at my heartstrings like that 

one” (112). For Jim, offering some measure of healing to his friend serves as a form of mastery. 

We know only that the speech concerned “a great many things [Jim] had discovered lately” 

(111), but there is enough to deduce a connection between that knowledge and the processing of 

Mr. Shimerdas suicide. In close-knit communities like the one described in Cather’s novel, the 

suicide of a member of that community would have an effect on more than the immediate family. 

In effect, Jim’s form of mastery asks that high school audience to bear witness to the “great 

many things” he had learned, a subject matter implicitly informed by trauma. The audience is a 

blank slate, unaware of the circumstances and unbiased. They are the perfect type of witness 

according to Dori Laub.  

Laub’s work with survivors of the holocaust informs much of the discourse that has emerged 

it in psychoanalytic and literary fields. In Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, 

Psychoanalysis and History Laub reacts to those ethnographers who discount survivor stories 

because of nuance and inaccuracy. To Laub, the act listening is where the line between not 

knowing and knowing is crossed. Laub’s ideal listener “needs to know that the trauma survivor 

who is bearing witness has no prior knowledge, no comprehension and no memory of what 
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happened” (58). The transmission of Jim’s is one act of witnessing. But another, more 

unexpected form comes from Ántonia. The book concludes decades later, with Jim and Ántonia 

meeting one final time on the farm her father died trying to build. She transmits her story through 

the earth, through the orchards in which school children have picnics. Through the plants and 

surroundings built by her hands she tells her story as well as the story of her father, enabling to 

break the cycle of repetition and be a mother.  

5. Beloved 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved follows Sethe, a former slave, and her daughter, Denver. It is 

believed that their home is haunted by Denver’s sister, an infant Sethe killed to save from 

slavery. We learn of schoolteacher’s attempts to convince the slaves they are animals, a sexual 

assault that drives Sethe’s husband to insanity, beatings, and the escape that ultimately brought 

Sethe to Ohio. When schoolteacher learns of Sethe’s whereabouts, she takes her children to a 

woodshed and attempts to kill them. Only one child dies, however; the rest scatter never to be 

heard from again. 

The traumas of murder, captivity, sexual violence, and slavery all converge in the character 

of Beloved, who reveals herself to Sethe and her lover, Paul D, while on their way home from a 

carnival. Kaplan draws upon Freud’s lesser-known introduction to the Lancet, where the 

psychoanalyst identifies a “newly formed, parasitic double” in war survivors (qtd. in Kaplan 29). 

Beloved is certainly parasitic: she is equally manic and aggressive towards those she perceives as 

threats. She has sex with Paul D against his will, fosters an unwavering attachment from Denver, 

and completely controls Sethe, who withers in her compulsion to explain why she chose to kill 

Beloved. 



Martin 11 

 

Morrison’s book is so ripe with trauma that any one character could be explored 

independently in a presentation many times longer than this one. So, I have chosen to single in 

on the novel’s climax with attention to the inscription “Sixty Million And More” that prefaces 

the book. It is a number which reflects the number of Africans who died in the Atlantic slave 

trade. Three essays from Linda Belau and Petar Ramadanovic Topologies of Trauma: Essays on 

the Limit of Knowledge and Memory are particularly useful for understanding the final scene in 

which the townspeople converge upon 124 Bluestone Road to rescue Sethe from Beloved.  

Ellie Ragland’s “The Psychical Nature of Trauma: Freud’s Dora, the Young Homosexual 

Woman, and the Fort! Da! Paradigm” reiterates the point “that art cannot be seen as separate 

from life, or as separable from a certain normal affectivity which is the very domain of literary 

language” (76). Ragland draws upon Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle to show how trauma 

“will not just disappear” (76). In fact, she argues, “one learns that the characteristic features of 

trauma re the secrecy and silence that surround it” (77). Exposing that which has been relegated 

to secrecy, the horrors of slavery, seems to be Morrison’s impetus. Ragland suggests that 

“(re)found object,” in this case societal attempts to repress slavery, “will always have the 

structure of metaphor; that is, its original traits can only be known in in terms of its secondary 

traits in a dialectical movement around the object that brings both presence and absence into play 

in knowledge” (94). Beloved, a ghost, victim, parasite, and daughter, brings absence into 

presence, unknown into the realm of the known. Sethe’s compulsion is to appease this ghost and 

reshape the past.  

Linda Belau argues that Freud moved to talk therapy because “[t]he analysand must … repeat 

the repressed material in the present” (158). Belau, again drawing upon Freud, but also Shoshana 

Felman’s assertion that “literature can also be read as the borderline element, the unconscious of 
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psychoanalysis” (173), argues that repetition creates that which was never experienced in the 

past in the present. When the elements of Sethe’s trauma converge in the present: a mother, a 

daughter, and a man, Mr. Bodwin, who has come to take that daughter away, Sethe attempts to 

rewrite the past with an ice pick: 

Sethe feels her eyes burn and it may have been to keep them clear that she looks 

up. The sky is blue and clear. Not one touch of death in the definite green of the 

leaves. It is when she lowers her eyes to look again at the loving faces before her 

that she sees him. Guiding the mare, slowing down, his black hat wide brimmed 

enough to hide his face bit not his purpose. He is coming into her yard and he is 

coming for her best things … She flies. The ice pick is not in her hand; it is her 

hand. (308-09) 

The ice pick is felt in Beloved’s hand as well as Sethe’s, reinforcing the idea that the daughter is 

a part of the mother. Sethe returns to the past in which schoolteacher came to claim her children 

in an ultimate “acting out” that causes Beloved to disappear. We learn from this story, as we did 

from The Deer Hunter, that mastery is not always pretty. But how is it even possible? 

Petar Ramadanovic seems to agree with Belau: “[T]he ghostly guise under which the past 

returns is not, so to speak, the body of the past, the past as such, but is the form the repressed or 

disavowed past acquires in the present—a displacement of the past in the present and also a 

displacement of the present” (182). There’s less of a return to the past in the final pages of 

Morrison’s novel than a displacement.  Ramadanovic sees the novel itself as a sort of 

displacement, a “ghost” (181) or “ritual” in which “lineage and tradition are established” (189). 

Of all of the repressions that must have taken place amongst those subjected to slavery, 

Morrison’s character stands as a signifier. The disappearance of Beloved enables mourning to 
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take place. By mapping racial violence upon the repetition compulsion and mastery we are told 

in the end that we should not share this story. Perhaps this is because working through can be 

dangerous. Even so, we ignore this warning out of the transference that takes place. We are left 

with conviction to remember those 60 million when it would be so much easier to forget.  

6. Conclusion 

Freud found that repetition compulsion supersedes the pleasure principle. In the absence of 

memory, we are compelled to act out the repressed. When I asked the question of literature’s 

role, it became clear through Judith Herman’s work that societies as well as individuals suffer a 

similar compulsion. Literature helps us locate those repressions and bring them from the real 

world into the mind where they can be dealt with. Kaplan’s introspective account of her 

experience with 9/11 revealed to us how trauma’s merge to create new subjectivities. We found 

the ways in which these new subjectivities informed the lives of Jim and Ántonia in Cather’s 

novel; and we also discovered these post-trauma identities to be defined in part be 

socioeconomic factors. In Morrison’s novel, we were forced to concede that mastery is not 

always the beautiful thing we make it out to be. Mastery, as the end of the road for those who 

break the cycle of repetition, can take ugly forms. In The Deer Hunter, laying claim to survival 

killed Christopher Walken before he could realize he had moved past death. In Beloved, 

repetition took the shape of an ice pick directed at a man who was in the wrong place at the 

wrong time. These insights are all derived from fictional accounts. But, if literature is the 

unconscious of psychoanalysis, if literature can reveal societal repression, and if it can inform 

racial, social, and gendered aspects of trauma, it has much to teach us about the individual and 

break through our own resistances and tendency to act out the overlooked traumas of humanity. 

 

 



Martin 14 

 

Works Cited 

Belau, Linda and Petar Ramadanovic, eds. Topologies of Trauma: Essays on the Limit of Knowledge 

and Memory. Washington: George Washington UP, 2002. 

Belau, Linda. “Trauma, Repetition, and the Hermeneutics of Psychoanalysis.” Belau and 

Ramadanovic. 151-176. 

Caruth, Cathy. Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, History. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 

1996. 

Cather, Willa. My Ántonia. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1994. Print. 

Freud, Sigmund. “Remembering, Repeating, and Working Through.” The Penguin Freud Reader. 

Ed. Adam Phillips. Trans. John Reddick. New York: Penguin, 2006. 391-401. Print. 

Freud, Sigmund. Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Ed. Todd Dufresne. Trans. Gregory C. Richter. 

Ontario: Broadview Editions, 2011. Print. 

Herman, Judith. Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—From Domestic Abuse to 

Political Terror. New York: Basic Books, 1992. 

Kaplan, E. Ann. Trauma Culture: The Politics of Terror and Loss in Media and Culture. Piscataway, 

NJ: Rutgers, 2005. 

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. New York: Random House, 2004. Print. 

Petar Ramadanovic, Petar. “In the Future … : On Trauma and Literature.” Belau and Ramadanovic. 

179-210. 

Ragland, Ellie. “The Psychical Nature of Trauma: Freud’s Dora, the Young Homosexual Woman, 

and the Fort! Da! Paradigm.” Belau and Ramadanovic. 75-100. 

The Deer Hunter. Dir. Michael Cimino. Perf. Robert De Niro, Christopher Walken, John Savage. 

Universal, 1978. Film  

 


