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18 Sep. 2013 

Guest Lecture for Dr. Lisa Day  

Title of Presentation: “Psychoanalytic Examinations of Brian Turner’s Poetry and the Post 9/11 

Latency-Period.”  

 

 What is trauma? 

 

 A traumatic event is any event that falls outside the range of normal human experience (DSM 

paraphrase). Normal human experience is an illusion, a fiction of safety maintained through 

repression.  

 

 Fort/Da 

 

Framed as a departure, Freud depicted trauma through a child’s “Fort/Da” game which involved tying a 

spool to a string and flinging it out of view. When child yells “fort,” the object is “gone.” When he pulls 

the spool back into view, he yells “da,” or “there.” Freud concludes that this game is the child’s reward to 

himself for the “instinctual renunciation” of the love object that departs in his mother. The game stages 

“the disappearance and return of the objects within his reach” (15) and allows the child to practice 

mastery over an event which symbolically represents the mother’s departure. 

 

 We understand unconscious processes through lack, meaning that we cannot physically dissect it 

as an organ, but can only map its boundaries through what we know of the conscious 

 

 Lacan defines the unconscious through language, as part of a signifying chain; Freud through a 

topology of drives  

 

 Traumatic Event Timeline 

 

Existence in illusional world of safety traumatic event  latency  repetition  return  repress  

repeat 

 

 Can you ever work through? I don’t know. I suspect the cycle just diminishes in severity as you 

progress through subsequent stages of life. 

 Caruth posits transmission as a possible stage 

 

 What is war trauma? 

 

 Loss of innocence: the moment in which all notions of safety and security gained through being a 

part of society are taken away 

 

 Paul Baumer, All Quiet on the Western Front 

 

“The idea of authority, which they represented, was associated in our minds with a greater insight and a 

more humane wisdom. But the first death we saw shattered this belief. We had to recognize that our 

generation was more to be trusted than theirs. They surpasses us only in phrases and in cleverness. The 

first bombardment showed us our mistake, and under it the world as they had taught it to us broke into 

pieces” (12-13). 



 

 Repression 

 

 Physical  

 

o training/suppression 

 

o adrenal response 

 

o traumatic brain injury 

 

o limited perspectives 

 

 Psychological 

 

o Distortions of events (i.e., children altering memories after a school shooting in order to 

establish proximity to threat) 

 

o Blocking out sequences or aspects of memory (like splicing together a movie with all the bad 

parts censored) 

 

o Shoe Boxes 

 

 Latency: A period in which the effects of trauma are not evident, but manifests as a gradual collision 

course—a return to the traumatic event 

 

Caruth: a constituent part of the traumatic experience, “Traumatic experience, beyond the psychological 

dimension of suffering it involves, suggests a certain paradox: that the most direct seeing of a violent 

event may occur as an absolute inability to know it; that immediacy, paradoxically, may take the form of 

belatedness. The repetitions of the traumatic event—which remain unavailable to consciousness but 

intrude repeatedly on sight—thus suggest a larger relation to the event that extends beyond what can 

simply be seen or what can be known, and is inextricably tied up with the belatedness and 

incomprehensibility that remain at the heart of this repetitive seeing” (91-92) 

 

 We hear the drums of war in the background for the veteran described in __________. 

 

o How does this poem represent a latency period?  

 

 Repetition 

 

 Traumatized subject repeats aspects or coordinates of traumatic event 

 

 Freud’s Rat Man and Lacanian Topology 

 

o Freud’s reading Rat Man 

 

 1909 in German 

 

 The patient presented had obsessional thoughts and with behaviors that he felt 

compelled to carry out.  



 

 The case received its name from a torture he had heard about from a military 

officer, where rats would eat their way into the anus of the victim.  

 

 The patient then felt a compulsion to imagine that this fate was befalling two 

people dear to him, specifically his father and his fiancée.  

 

 The irrational nature of this obsession is revealed by the fact that the man had the 

greatest regard for his fiancée and that his revered father had actually been dead 

for some years.  

 

 Freud theorized that these obsessive ideas and similar thoughts were produced by 

conflicts consisting of the combination of loving and aggressive impulses relating 

to the people concerned. 

 

o Lacan’s reading of Freud’s Rat Man in Neurotic’s Individual Myth 

 

 The rat man occupies different roles in the story 

 

 Sometimes the patient—rat man is the father 

 

 Other times he is himself 

 

 We see this in triangular relationships 

 

o From “The Psychoanalytic Treatment of Neurosis” by Ayla Michelle Demir 

 

For Lacan, the key to the treatment of neuroses was not in the content or object of an analysand’s desire, 

but rather in the ‘position’ of the subject (analysand) in relation to their desires. What matters is a 

person’s habitual mode of defence against their deepest desires. When Freud discussed obsessional 

neurosis in detail in the Rat Man case, he wrote that what matters is less the drive, than what he called 

“the psychological field” (Freud, 1909). When he speaks of the ‘psychological field’ his idea is not 

simply to find one’s way around, but to find the point from which the perspective is fixed. For example, a 

neurotic person ‘constructs’ his or her desire by making the other’s (the significant person in their life) 

object of desire, into the object of their own desire, thus taking the position of the slave and forsaking 

(repressing) their own instinctual desires and individual identity. They want to be the object of their 

partner’s desire and will do anything to turn themselves into it, but by always searching for ways to 

become the object of their partner’s desire, they don’t have to face their own desire. 

 

 What if we viewed war trauma in the same way? What “desire” is being avoided or appropriated? 

 

 What are the coordinates in Here, Bullet? 

 

i. The soldier taking life 

 

ii. The soldier losing life 

 

iii. The bullet 

 

iv. The victim/enemy 

 



 What is the emotional subtext of Here, Bullet? 

 

i. What is the speaker’s tone? 

 

ii. What is the end result? 

 

1. Cyclical 

 

2. The thoughts repeat themselves but are never worked through 

 

 Emotions repressed are expressed through these emotional processes during the period of latency 

 

 Return & Societal trauma? 

 

 War, Post 9/11 Style 

 

“[B]ehind an affect caused by trauma, one finds the movement of cause itself as a return of the real into 

the symbolic. Precise knowledge regarding the trauma’s cause can, therefore, be ascertained at the point 

of the return: the name Lacan gave this particular kind of meaning was the symptom” (Ellie Ragland 77) 

 

 If we view the symbolic as the illusory world in which the war veteran exists pre-trauma, 

what is the symptom after war? What returns to the symbolic? (the war veteran is the 

symptom of a society that goes to war) 

 

 How does the image of the war veteran get reshaped to fit in the symbolic order? 

 

i. What does one do in war? What is one trained to do? 

 

ii. What do our bumper stickers say? 

 

 Are war veterans appropriated objects? If so, what is the role of this object within the 

process of traumatic experience 

 

 War Veterans Aestheticized Objects 

 

 What are aesthetics?  

 

o Nature of beauty, art, and taste 

 

o Supposed to hold societies together on shared values 

 

o Often becomes a source of violence 

 

o Russ Castronovo claims, “When aesthetic criteria determine the course of political action, 

violence often ensues. Yet violence can be reshaped into beautiful forms” (190). 

 

 What are aesthetic objects? 

 

o Representations of shared culture (i.e., the statue of liberty, mount rushmore) 

 



o They can be appropriated 

 

o They can be attacked (9/11) 

 

 Brian Turner’s writing style lends itself to this process 

 

o He appropriates objects within the poem HWY 1 

 

o We also see the coordinates shifting in trauma: the bird dies, the soldier is another object 

added to the historical landscape of Iraq 

 

 2000 Pounds shows the suicide bomber’s appropriation 

 

o The poem involves descriptions of an American soldier losing both hands alongside an 

Iraqi grandmother rocking her dying grandson, crying, “This isn’t the way we die” (97). 

The American and the Iraqi “we” come together in a state of shared suffering brought on 

by a terrorist attack: 

 

And the man who triggered the button, 

who may have invoked the Prophet’s name, 

or not—he is obliterated at the epicenter, 

he is everywhere, he is of all things, 

his touch is the air taken in, the blast 

and the wave, the electricity of shock, 

his is the sound the heart makes quick 

in the panic’s rush, the surge of blood 

searching for light and color, that sound 

the martyr cries filled with the word 

his soul is made of, Inshallah. (98-108) 

 

o The “martyr” is “everywhere” and “he is all things” until appropriated as an aesthetic 

object used by either Turner or another cause.  

 

o Turner appropriates this character—real or imagined—from his own life “by force” and 

produces “a subject at the site of dialogue and power” (Castronovo 426).  

 

o The object demarcates a boundary between human and non-human, a line drawn using 

Turner’s aesthetics.  

 

o The terrorist is “all things” because, as a martyr, he becomes a free agent: his identity will 

represent either security or insecurity once it becomes aestheticized. Turner re-associates 

the meaning of this suicide to create an embodiment of an other even less secure than 

post-invasion Iraq. 

 

 We see grandmothers, soldiers, suicide bombers and birds all as objects that move about within 

the topology of the Iraq War.  

o Post 9/11 

o Turner speaks in a period of latency for America 

o We’ve heard it said that these wars were relegated to the bottom of the screen on CNN= 

repression 

o Repetition of the traumatic event through drone strikes 



o Repetition through shootings  

o America lost its innocence on 9/11 and will continue to display symptoms of repression  

 Final Stage Transmission 

o We listen as blank slates and help these narratives get formed. 

 

 

 

 


