


ored to cancel itself out. In this way the first instinct came 
into being: the instinct to return to the inanimate state" (p. 
37). Still later, he uses sexual intercourse to explain the 
opposing forces of eros and thanatos: we seek sexual 
excitement (the life instinct), but when we become too 
excited we seek release from excitement in the form of the 
orgasm (the death instinct-i.e., the return to inanimate 
matter). 

Freud went on to link this death instinct with the repeti­
tion compulsion and with masochism. To him, the rep­
etition compulsion, as seen in dreams that conjure up a 
"psychical trauma of childhood," hark back to the wish 
to return to an inanimate state, or, in other words, to 
return to the womb. In explaining the connection 
between the death instinct and aggression he notes, 
"During the oral stage of the organization of the libido, 
the act of obtaining erotic mastery over an object coin­
cides with that object's destruction" (p. 39). 

This aspect of Freud's theory, linking the death instinct 
with the repetition compulsion and aggression (in the form 
of masochism and sadism) may shed light on the psycho­
dynamics of those male homosexuals who would appear 
to have a death wish. Because of traumatic situations in 

their childhood, they develop the compulsion to repeat 
those traumatic (usually abusive) situations in their adult 
lives. Often times, such gay men, as children, were sexual­
ly or physically abused, and so their sexuality as adults 
takes on a sadomasochistic attitude. The depression that 
they feel perhaps contributes to the process, causing them 
to have unconscious suicidal urges, which they romanti­
cize by viewing the process of getting infected with a dead­
ly disease almost in a Romeo and Juliet manner. 

Those activists who want us to see AIDS simply a an 
aspect of the societal oppression of gay men, and who like­
wise feel than any analytical study (such as this one) is an 
attack on gay men, are actually preventing us from under­
standing and truly doing something about the problem. 

*Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 1920, e, 
York, Bantam Books, 1967.)

Dr. Gerald Schoenewolf is a licensed psychoanalyst and head of 
the Living Center in New York City. He serves as a ARTH 
advisory member and a member of the American Psycholotncal 
Association as well as the National Association for the 
Advancement of Psychoanalysis. 


