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Abstract 
 
The Anti-Villain may not be a term as 

known as Anti-Hero, but it is a common 
concept in popular culture nowadays. Since 
the new millennium, the virtuous hero is no 
longer enough for the spectator’s complete 
fruition of the movie. It is on that verge that we 
can observe some productions being made 
about well-known evil characters with a ‘good’ 
past. It is not rare to come across characters 
like Magneto or Baron Mordo, usually starting 
off as good guys and later turning to the dark 
side, but characters like Dracula, Captain 
Hook and others are having new origin stories 
about a heroic past. But this raises a question: 
what are we trying to deny within our nature 
by making a villain more likeable? Parting 
from Sigmund Freud’s theory, we are able to 
explore the duality of principles in our psyche: 
the dialectic relation between death drive and 
life drive and the conflict of unconscious 
desires and external reality. Psychoanalytic 
theory considers that the unconscious do not 
contains opposites. Hence, nothing is ‘good’ 
nor ‘bad’, ‘right’ nor ‘wrong’; this simply are, 
and it is our conscious mind that determines 
these qualities – good or evil, love or hate etc. 
In this brief extract of a Ph.D. thesis chapter 
written years before its final publication, we 
shall explore how this ambivalence of feelings 
reflects upon characters identification with 
spectators and the uprising awe towards the 
“bad guys”. And girls. 
 
Keywords: Mass Culture, Psychoanalysis, 
Cinema, Hero, Unheimliche. 

 
Why super-villains? 
 

Tell me about the loneliness of Good, He-
man. Is it equal to the loneliness of Evil? 

- Skeletor 
 
In recent years we have witnessed a 

large sum of blockbusters movies and TV 
shows that star troubled protagonists. Due 
to our progress as civilization in many 
areas, not only we are passed the point of 
polarizations, but we added more than 
just shades of grey to our concepts of 
‘good’ and ‘bad’. And so did cultural 
industry.  

 Until the turn of the century there 
was a certain polarity. There was a 
common enemy, one much needed to 
American society, as psychologist Phillip 
Cushman posits (1995). Things that were 
alien and foreign to the American soil 
used to be perceived as enemies, like the 
Nazis, the Soviet Union, Islamic terrorists, 
and some Oriental cultures. The Cold War 
brought the Soviets to the centre of 
attention, and then the 80’s happened. 
Until then, politicians were heroes, 
policemen were icons, and capitalism and 
the American way of life was in the good 
side of history.  

We have previously presented a 
hypothesis (Sarmento 2014) parting from 
an economic and cultural reading of the 
20th century, which argues that the 
popularity of heroes arises whenever 
there is a disturbance in the world – a 
current example is that of the so called 
“superhero genre” being established only 
after 9/11. Although Hollywood took a 
while longer than comic books to portray 
heroes as troubled characters and villains 
as someone with whom we may identify 
with, movies have finally caught up with 
recent paradigms of behavioural 
ambivalence: neither heroes nor villains 
need to be caricatured and extreme to 
build an elaborate story. Recently we are 
experiencing another change of paradigm 
in some of those productions: the violence 
of the superhero and the uprising of the 
‘the villain was right’ theme. 

In the following pages, this matter 
will be discussed from a Freudian 
perspective in which the unconscious is a 
place where everything is possible and 
fluid. In light of the ability of the regular 
human being to do good and bad deeds 
without being labelled, we will question 
why ajor Hollywood productions seem to 
only allow the spectator identification with 
villains to the point where they have to 
show heroic qualities, thus creating an 
even more evil 1  (Sarmento, 2019) 
character for them to face as protagonists 
of those origin stories, such as 



Blackbeard in Pan and Pirates of 
Caribbean.  

 
The real stars of the stories 

 
In the book Superheroes: A Modern 

Mythology, Richard Reynolds claims that 
villains are the real stars of comic book 
stories (1992, p. 51). Villains are active 
whereas heroes are passive. They want 
to disrupt the ruling status while heroes 
fight to sustain it. In this way, heroes are 
conservative and dependent on the ruling 
norms, somehow subjugated by cultural 
standards. We should forget for a minute 
that villains are bad guys and think of 
them as the opposite of the hero-
protagonist: the antagonist. We will return 
to this later and clarify why villains should 
not be merely understood as evil.  

In the words of Reynolds, 
 
Superheroes are not called upon to act as 
the protagonists of individual plots. They 
function essentially as antagonists, foils for 
the true star of each story, the villain. 
Writers and artists recognize this fact 
(publishers even more so) by protecting 
their best villains jealously from poor 
handling or over-use. The superheroes are 
protagonists of the myth which is 
constructed as an intertextual reading of 
their careers (Reynolds 1992, p. 51-2) 
 
This can be clearly seen in movies’ 

marketing strategy that usually waits 
patiently to reveal the villain, building 
anticipation and increasing the buzz 
around it.  

Role playing games have a lot of 
intermediary categories between the 
understanding of good and evil. 
Dungeons & Dragons, for instance, 
makes the player choose alignments that 
go between good, neutral or evil, and then 
lawful, neutral or chaotic. That means: 
besides choosing if your character is 
virtuously good like Superman, neutral 
like Jack Sparrow or evil like the 
Apocalypse, you also have to pick a 
certain kind of compatibility between your 
tendency towards good and evil. You can 
be as virtuous as Jesus, but only good 
enough to the point of being chaotic like 
Constantine; you can be evil and lawful 
like Darth Vader, and you can also be evil 
and chaotic like the Joker’s many 
incarnations. But you can also be neutral, 

either good or bad, and that’s where anti-
heroes and anti-villains lie in our 
conception. 

We are not here to debate 
Dungeons & Dragons alignments, but 
they do help us to make a point. We could 
perceive anti-heroes as chaotic good, like 
Deadpool. But it is not easy to 
comprehend the anti-villain as fitting in 
any of these categories. Dracula is evil, 
this is not debatable. But in the 2014 
movie, Dracula is portrayed as a lawful 
hero turned vampire to help his people. 
But, before that he was, indeed, Vlad the 
Impaler. And Captain Hook is always 
killing lost orphan boys. That’s pure evil!  

If we take a step back in the realm 
of fantasy and just for a while venture into 
the acting field, something may shed a 
light on our argument. Considering the 
two characters mentioned above, Dracula 
and Captain Hook, one may be able to 
compare their incarnations. Let us select 
only two of each: Gary Oldman’s Dracula 
in Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) and Luke 
Evans in the 2014 movie, and both Dustin 
Hoffman’s and Garret Hedlund’s James 
Hook from Hook (1991) and Pan (2015) 
respectively. It is quite hard to compare 
Dustin Hoffman’s amazing performance to 
Hedlund’s. Hoffman and Robin Williams 
had an amazing chemistry onscreen that 
only a few protagonist/antagonist conflicts 
have been interpreted so marvellously. As 
for Dracula, Luke Evans is proving to be 
an amazing action actor, but Gary 
Oldman is from a different time when 
movies required more acting and less 
action. Maybe there is a problem to be 
further inquired by our fellow researchers 
of the field, and it is not fair to compare 
them.  

Unfortunately, there is no denying of 
how influential Gary Oldman and Dustin 
Hoffman were in those movies, and their 
charisma and outstanding performances 
may have helped to strengthen the 
spectator’s bond with those already 
beloved literary characters. Other villains 
have not reached much public interest like 
Frankenstein, who never got the same 
level of attention even though played by 
Robert DeNiro – other characters include 
Dr. Jekyll/Mr. Hyde, Sabertooth, Hugo 
Weaving’s Red Skull and even the new 



versions of the Shredder, to pick different 
media.  

This raises a question: how much 
does popular culture rely on acting to help 
characters reach their ultimate 
identification potential? Loki, Mystique 
and both versions of Magneto, were given 
larger parts due to their casting choices. 
However, other fan-favourite characters 
like Storm, the anti-hero Gambit, the 
Punisher and even Daredevil (debates 
apart on whether Ben Affleck is or is not a 
good Batman, or whether the Netflix 
series made justice to the Devil of Hell’s 
Kitchen) fell into the void of public 
identification, even though they were 
played by famous actors.  

 Loki makes a good example of 
how an intended evil character turned 
good due to the actor representing them. 
He was meant to be the arch-nemesis of 
Thor and, as far as we are concerned 
about rumours, most actors from the 
Marvel Cinematic Universe were offered a 
3-part contract – some of them more, 
some of them less. Loki may be one of 
those that got bigger parts from his 
performance in The Avengers (2012), a 
movie that made actor Tom Hiddleston a 
pop-culture icon. Enough with 
speculations, although it is important to 
make a note of Loki’s popularity. 

It would not be surprising, though, if 
Hollywood turned Loki, the God of 
Mischief and arch-nemesis of the God-
superhero Thor, into a hero that somehow 
had to overcome some obstacles laid 
down by a more evil character, like 
Malekith in Thor: The Dark World (2013), 
for example. Our main argument will be 
further developed later on, but our 
hypothesis is that society, represented 
here by the movie industry, only allows an 
identification with the bad guys as long as 
they either have a fatherly-figure trait – 
like Dustin Hoffman’s Hook – that, 
somehow, is the repression of the rivalry 
against the Father in the child’s Oedipal 
complex; or if those characters are thrown 
a heroic quality, as if the spectator is 
obliged to be as good as society puts it, 
which is what Sigmund Freud posits as 
being opposed to what the subject craves 
unconsciously (1908; 1913; 1915a; 1927; 
1930).  

 

The Freudian unconscious 
 
Many researchers misinterpret 

Freud and his postulations by following 
limited publications and not considering 
his theory in its totality. In this section, we 
will venture through several of his works 
that deal with the issue of good and evil 
by considering his thoughts on the 
ambivalence of sentiments and the 
dualism we experience in our psyché, as 
well as some mistranslations that might 
cause confusion when approaching the 
subject. 

Not seldom do researchers in the 
the psychoanalytic field fall under the 
temptation of analysing not what the 
individual produces as a speech, but what 
a specific discourse may signify to a 
certain group, as something given, not 
achieve by one’s own subjectivity. That is 
a dangerous path that distorts what Freud 
tried to accomplish throughout his entire 
work: listening and reflecting upon what is 
said by the subject, not what is imposed 
upon him as foreign. And by foreign we 
also mean, for example, Jungian’s 
archetype and collective unconscious, 
caused by the universality of a certain 
meaning previously given to that object. 
Psychoanalysis is keen to listen to what 
subjectivity has to say, and this is not 
achieved by imposed meanings, but by 
subject experiences in life.  

It is important to highlight this 
because we are about to ponder on an 
object that may, at all times, try to push us 
towards universalization. But it is our job 
to listen to what the object says and 
reflect upon that, rather than proposing a 
reading of said object that would frame it 
in a rigid category. If the discourses 
generated by a certain paradigm tend to 
be similar and passive towards a certain 
analysis under the same scope and 
premise, then it is of the uttermost 
importance to structure our reading from 
an observational point of view, not an 
active process of imposing meanings 
other than those generated by it. It is 
almost a Foucauldian model of analysis, 
but we are not only dealing with a group 
of objects that may arise without 
conscious knowledge, but rather with a 
corpus that speaks directly to the 
unconscious of the spectator and is 



generated by the creation of authors and 
writers that have their own unconscious 
and, therefore, are inserted in the same 
paradigm of the spectator.  

 First of all, it is important to note 
that our unconscious does not recognize 
good and bad, love and hate and other 
ambivalences. It simply carries qualities 
and ideas that use pre-conscious or 
conscious thoughts to determine if 
something is indeed good or bad for us. 
We carry affections, which are only 
categorized as this or that in a later stage. 
Simply put, we are both good, adorable, 
loving creatures as well as evil, selfish 
and aggressive beings.  

One might argue that there are two 
instinctual drives in motion, the life drive 
and the death drive – Eros and Thanatos 
– and they are both contradictory. It is a 
common misconception that they are 
divergent and, as we will see later on, 
both of them occur at the same time, 
linked to each other at all times, never 
separated whatever the course they take. 
Unconscious drives are dialectic, not dual. 

 As Freud argues in his work about 
the metapsychology of the unconscious 
(1915a), there are some rules and logic 
that the unconscious system (Ucs) 
follows. They are utterly different from 
those that the conscious (Cs) or the pre-
conscious (Pcs), but they are logical 
nonetheless according to the system and 
most of them Freud continues to assert in 
his later works.  

 Here are some of those rules that 
are relevant to this paper: 

 
- Exemption from mutual 
contradiction: there is no 
ambivalence in the Ucs. Good/bad, 
love/hate are all affections, energy 
discharges, and are quantitative, not 
qualitative. It is only when they 
reach the Pcs after passing the 
repression – Verdrängung2 – barrier 
that they become a quality. For 
example, it is properly noted by the 
theory that the opposite of love is 
not hatred, but indifference. 
Unconscious affects are closer to 
their opposite than one might think 
because they are invested from the 
same energy; 

- The Ucs representations of ideas 
work via displacements and 
condensations: one idea may turn 
into another, like a metaphor, or 
many ideas may condense into one, 
thus making it easier to surface 
carrying only a small amount of the 
original idea that can escape 
repression, making it possible to 
come to the Cs without causing 
anxiety; 
- The idea of mortality: “in the 
unconscious every one of us is 
convinced of his own immortality” 
(Freud 1915b, p. 291); 
- Conservation of something 
previously owned: everything we 
have once experienced, every 
sentiment, feeling, thought and 
sensation, is kept in the Ucs and is 
passive to return; nothing is lost 
(Freud 1900; 1930); 
- The pleasure principle: although in 
his late work Freud identified that 
there is something beyond the 
pleasure principle, it is fantasy and 
the attempt to decrease excess of 
excitation that guides us. By 
throwing the death drive into the 
context, we may see that pleasure 
for the Ucs is not what our 
conscious interprets as pleasant per 
se. But in the Ucs prevails the 
pleasure principle, sexual or 
aggressive, in detriment of external 
reality – one of the main sources of 
suffering for the individual.  
- There is no denial, doubt nor 
certainty: the no is a substitute of 
the repression that allows a certain 
idea to emerge from the Ucs without 
causing anxiety – Angst – to the 
individual. This occurs due to the 
phenomenon of negation – 
Verneinung (Freud 1925); 
 
Although all of the concepts above 

are essential to our work, the last topic 
deserves an extra touch, since it 
articulates intrinsically with the concept of 
the uncanny – the Unheimliche3.  

In his late works from the 20s’, in his 
second conception of the psychic system 
– the id, ego and superego4 – Freud wrote 
a paper solely on negation (1925) and its 
relation with repressed material. In this 



paper, Freud attributes the denial to an 
intellectual substitute of repression, as if 
the individual was trying to say “this is 
something I would like to repress” (Freud 
1925, p. 354). The affirmative is linked to 
the life drive – Eros – and the negation to 
the death drive – Thanatos – and the 
pleasure principle wants the ego to 
interject all that is judged to be good and 
repel all that is bad, bad being everything 
that is projected as something foreign that 
is not recognized by the pleasure 
principle, or that is external and strange 
(Ibid.). 

The repressed material of a certain 
idea or image may surface into 
consciousness under the condition of 
being negated: 

 
Negation is a way of taking cognizance of 
what is repressed; indeed it is already a 
lifting of the repression, though not, of 
course, an acceptance of what is repressed. 
We can see how in this the intellectual 
function is separated from the affective 
process. With the help of negation only one 
consequence of the process of repression is 
undone – the fact, namely, of the ideational 
content of what is repressed not reaching 
consciousness. The outcome of this is a 
kind of intellectual acceptance of the 
repressed, while at the same time what is 
essential to the repression persists (Ibid., p. 
353) 
 
With both the negation and the 

exemption of mutual contradiction, 
another metapsychological essay helps 
us to venture even further into the matter 
of ambivalence. Even though Freud only 
considered sexual and self-conservation 
drives at first – only modifying this theory 
five years later when both were grouped 
under Eros, while the aggressiveness and 
destructive impulses were attributed to the 
death drive – what is static about the 
qualities of instinctual drives remain the 
same. Of the four main traits of instinctual 
drives – pressure [Drang], source 
[Quelle], aim [Ziel], object [Objekt] – the 
last two are important to consider in 
greater depth.  

The goal, although always partial 
and never capable of full achievement 
(otherwise a complete cessation of energy 
and then death would take place, as 
indicated by the Principle of Nirvana from 
the death drive), is indeed satisfaction and 
the extinction of such stimulus. Since it is 

never fully achieved, instinctual drives 
continue to exist as a constant force, 
always demanding more and more 
satisfaction. Partial satisfaction only gives 
the instincts a temporary relief, like an 
accord of the psyché as in “look, I, the 
ego, can only give you so much right now, 
id. Can you distract yourself a little bit with 
this?” like an hyperactive child that only 
settles down for brief moments at a time. 
The incapacity of even partially satisfying 
those drives, claims something in return 
and they can be directed towards several 
places, especially parts of the body – 
hence some hysterical symptoms, anxiety 
and other psychosomatic illness (Freud 
1915c, p. 126).  

The object is varied and it is what 
the drive connects itself to in order to 
reach satisfaction. It is utterly subordinate 
to the demands of the drives, and it is not 
necessarily an alien object. Since there is 
no defined and rigid object of satisfaction, 
many of these objects can be used both 
by Eros and Thanatos to achieve 
satisfaction. An example of this is 
sadomasochist sexual relations (Ibid., p. 
127). 

After showing the vicissitudes of 
these instincts – repression, sublimation, 
reversal into its opposite and turning 
around one’s own self – Freud highlights 
various examples regarding the facility of 
such impulses like exhibitionism and 
sadism, both active, becoming voyeurism 
and masochism, both passive. But it is 
only when the psychoanalyst approaches 
the issue of love and hate, that it becomes 
easier to identify the possibility of any 
drive to turn into its opposite. “The 
antithesis active/passive coalesces later 
with the antithesis masculine-feminine […] 
but it is by no means so invariably 
complete and exclusive as we are incline 
to assume” (Ibid., p. 144). We shall see 
later on how this masculine activity and 
feminine passiveness has nothing to do 
with gender identification or being male or 
female, but with opposite positions of 
being the actor or the object of such 
drives.  

Lastly, regarding the easiness of 
love becoming hate and vice-versa, Freud 
attributes indifference as the major 
opposite of the love/hate dualism. All that 
is good, all that is Eros and perceived as 



pleasant is interjected by the ego, 
whereas all that is perceived as bad, 
anguishing and unpleasant is projected 
outside, seen as foreign, alien to the self. 
This side is perceived as an evil enemy 
that must be annihilated. We hate and 
repulse what causes displeasure, 
projecting it externally. Anxiety is nothing 
more than this projected danger from 
within – the aggressiveness of Thanatos 
that causes displeasures to the conscious 
(Freud 1926, p. 128) – and the 
unconscious is eager to exterminate all 
that is alien to it, all that is unheimlich and 
frightening (Freud 1915c; 1919; 1930). 
 
Opposites may be closer than appear 

 
In Beyond the Pleasure Principle 

(1920), Freud identifies two kinds of 
drives – Trieb – in our unconscious: the 
life drive and the death drive – the latter 
acting silently and only possible to be 
acknowledged through its association with 
the other. Although the term “drive” does 
not make justice to the original, an 
instinctual drive is something borderline 
between the psyche and the body: it is 
neither one nor the other, it is both at the 
edge. Somehow, it resembles instincts 
such as hunger and fear, but they have a 
connection with the principle of pleasure 
and the guidance towards it.  

However, it is the death drive – 
Thanatos – that remains a mystery to 
psychoanalysts and to frame it in a 
concrete concept has proven to be a 
challenging task. Some psychoanalysts 
refute this thesis whilst others stand by it 
as one of the cornerstones of the field. 
Due to its intangibility and silence, it has 
challenged us all to define it and to live 
through it, because even to name 
something as pertaining to Thanatos is 
not to comprehend it: the death drive is 
residual energy, something impossible to 
be named, to get a hold of, a leftover of 
an unconscious primal trait that leaks 
without being noticed, only felt as 
anguish. It is an impulse that drives the 
individual towards the complete cessation 
of every charge of energy, every stimuli, 
every restlessness. It is a cessation of life, 
because life needs those things to be 
maintained.  

When the death drive comes, it is 
anguish and nothingness in its prime. 
Both drives never appear on their own; it 
is a misconception trying to say 
something is solely related to Eros or 
Thanatos. Even in the most enjoyable 
activity, like sexual activity, there is a 
small amount of Thanatos present. 
Sports, arts, even scientific activity 
involves union and destruction, for both 
destruction and aggressiveness are 
representatives of Thanatos. It is said that 
every drive is, ultimately, a death drive 
(Lacan 1966).  

It is this conundrum that sustains 
this essay, and it is at this point where 
anti-heroes and anti-villains collide with 
our argument. We follow the idea of the 
eternal dialectic of our life. Everything is 
fluid; nothing is rigid regarding our 
behaviour, sentiments and affections. So 
inside us, there is a place for the 
identification with the hero just as there is 
space for the identification with the villain. 
And even more so: if our unconscious is 
guided by the pleasure principle and 
reigned by Thanatos – making us 
sadomasochists by essence – there 
should be a bigger place for villains. And 
that is why some gruesome characters or 
real evil people cause us discomfort: 
because to acknowledge that deep within 
us we are more like them than the hero, is 
anguishing to the point of activating a 
defence mechanism. That is why we 
project evil outside, projecting onto others 
what we have inside us and cannot 
handle. That is the barrier of repression 
trying to break our misery. 

The protagonist/antagonist duality 
can be represented by one of Plato’s 
metaphor. In his work The Banquet (in 
Freud 1920), Plato claims that humans 
were divided into three different gender 
groups: male, female and the union of 
both. Previously, similar myths only dealt 
with the androgynous human. But Zeus 
split them into two parts forever doomed 
to wonder the world in search of the other 
half. If we take the other premise, that 
there was only this being before, and then 
the gods split them into man and women, 
it makes even more sense to think about 
the soulmate premise. And, just out of 
curiosity, this androgynous being has its 
name as a union between Hermes – god 



of thieves, vagabonds and the guide to 
the underworld – and Aphrodite, the 
goddess of beauty and sexuality. Their 
son, Hermaphroditus, is the god of 
marriage and fertility – what composes a 
beautiful metaphor if we think about the 
hero/villain dichotomy: one completes the 
other, forever in search of their other half 
in an futile attempt to reunite. 

In another essay, Freud writes 
about how opposite meanings and 
dialects have a relation with the 
unconscious, and that helps us to build a 
bridge to our main argument. In his work, 
The Antithetical Meaning of Primal Words 
(1910), Freud dives into Karl Abel’s study 
of the Old Egyptian language and how 
adjectives meaning opposite things were 
always represented by a single word that 
would contain both meanings.  

 
Since the concept of strength could not be 
formed except as a contrary to weakness, 
the word denoting “strong” contained a 
simultaneous recollection of “weak”, as the 
thing by means of which it first came into 
existence. In reality, this word denoted 
neither “strong” nor “weak”, but the relation 
and difference between the two, which 
created both of them equally… Man was not 
in fact able to acquire his oldest and 
simplest concepts except as contraries to 
their contraries, and only learnt by degrees 
to separate the two sides of an antithesis 
and think of one without conscious 
comparison with the other (Abel in Freud 
1910, p. 158) 
 
 That is what both authors consider 

to be a hybrid concept, and this idea 
dialogues strongly with Plato’s metaphor. 
We have to keep in mind that this 
hybridism is also what is on the basis of 
Eros and Thanatos, love and hate, union 
and destruction. Freud also quoted one of 
his most remarkable works, The 
Interpretation of Dreams (1900), when 
opening this essay about primal words. 

 
The way in which dreams treat the category 
of contraries and contradictions is highly 
remarkable. It is simply disregarded. “No” 
seems not to exist so far as dreams are 
concerned. They show a particular 
preference for combining contraries into a 
unity or for representing them as one and 
the same thing. Dreams feel themselves at 
liberty, moreover, to represent any element 
by its wishful contrary; so that there is no 
way of deciding at a first glance whether any 
element that admits of a contrary is present 

in the dream-thoughts as a positive or as 
negative (Freud 1910, p. 155). 
 
 Before we venture any further, in 

his classic book Civilization and its 
Discontents (1930), Freud also mentions 
the hybrid capacity of drives and 
opposites. His theory of bisexuality is 
quite controversial for some, but the 
explanation is simple: not necessarily 
does one consciously seek both genders 
to relate to sexually, but drives are an 
active process to fulfil both active – 
masculine – and passive – feminine – 
needs. The mind does not function like 
the body in terms of sexual organs. 
Sometimes an object that may fulfil active 
desires does not fulfil passive ones but 
other times it might (Freud 1930, p. 92). 
Just like the union of Eros and Thanatos, 
we are both active and passive, hence the 
innate bisexuality. It is only but a small 
part of our psychic lives that drives us 
towards heterosexuality or homosexuality. 
The choice of objects to relate to depends 
on experience, not on desires because 
the unconscious and its drives do not 
recognize anatomy; they want to be 
satisfied with whatever, that being a man, 
a woman, a dog, a tree, a beer, a book… 
It is the conscious, that small part of our 
being, that selects the object – and it is 
intrinsic to highlight this point even though 
drives are fluid and may change 
invariably. The Human kind is sexual, not 
heterosexual, homosexual or bisexual. It 
is sexual. Period.  

 Still on the same work, Freud 
reminds us of one of the main resistances 
against the psychoanalytic theory: human 
kind is always trying to deny the existence 
of an amount of evilness deep inside us, 
and that may even be the principle that 
reigns over us. Being an atheist, Freud 
understood God and Devil as the main 
dilemma of our soul: the impulses inside 
and the ruler above that represents 
goodness. Again, it is necessary to 
remember that before Christianity, a 
demon was an evil genius like in those 
cartoons that display an angel standing on 
a shoulder and a demon on the other, 
rather than the actual Christian conflict. 

 About civilization being a process 
of Eros against other impulses, Freud 
states: 



 
But man’s natural aggressive instinct [trieb], 
the hostility of each against all and of all 
against each, opposes the programme of 
civilization. This aggressive instinct is the 
derivative and the main representative of the 
death instinct which we have found 
alongside of Eros and which shares world-
dominion with it. And now, I think, the 
meaning of evolution of civilization is no 
longer obscure to us. It must present the 
struggle between Eros and Death, between 
the instinct of life and the instinct of 
destruction, as it works itself out in the 
human species (Freud 1930, p. 118). 
 

The uncanniness of our drives 
 
 The uncanny (Das Unheimliche 

1919) – which from now on will be simply 
referred to as the unheimlich – is another 
Freudian concept that has suffered many 
modifications through time. In short terms, 
the unheimlich is an occurrence in which 
the subject faces an unknown situation 
but suddenly is flooded by the feeling of 
uneasiness and anguish due to that 
alleged unfamiliarity somehow reaching a 
repressed material, very familiar to the 
psyche of the individual. As a 
consequence of the repressed material 
trying to resurface, the anguish causes an 
unpleasant sensation. This repressed 
material is connected to a strong infantile 
desire or belief that the adult was forced 
to renounce since that desire is 
impossible to accomplish due to external 
reality. When those surmounted beliefs 
and infantile complexes seem to be 
confirmed as possibilities of existence – or 
even if the external reality is, indeed, 
questionable in a small fashion – the 
unheimlich may cause its effects. 

 On this conflict between psychical 
and external realities aligned to the 
pleasure principle – and what is beyond it 
due to Thanatos – Freud states: 

 
An uncanny effect is often and easily 
produced by effacing the distinction between 
imagination and reality, such as when 
something that we have hitherto regarded 
as imaginary appears before us in reality, or 
when a symbol takes over the full functions 
and significance of the thing it symbolizes 
[…]. The infantile element in this, which also 
holds sway of in the minds of neurotics, is 
the over-accentuation of psychical reality in 
comparison with psychical reality – a feature 
closely allied to the belief in the 

omnipotence of thoughts. (Freud 1919, p. 
234) 
 
We have already published some 

studies on the mistranslation of Freud’s 
work to English – and therefore to 
Portuguese (Sarmento 2013; 2016) – that 
may have caused the concept to venture 
further from its original meaning, and we 
shall not debate here the epistemological 
issues regarding this. However, it should 
suffice to say that this phenomenon is 
deeply related to the pleasure principle, 
inner reality and fantasy. There should be 
a heavy dose of desires and affections 
repressed by the individual related to the 
unfamiliar event in order for this 
uncanniness to appear, otherwise it would 
only be something unknown that does not 
affect us in any way. Moreover, it is 
important to note that the word unheimlich 
is in itself antithetical, as stated above, 
because the very term heimlich contains 
both the meaning of being secret, 
obscure, familiar and well-known. The 
prefix /un/ marks the repression, as 
mentioned above, as a mark of the 
negation of such material – a mark 
unknown to the Ucs system.  

What is most confusing to authors 
outside the psychoanalytic field that reads 
from versions other than the original, is 
that Freud transforms some common 
words into concepts that may slip from the 
unaware reader – such as negation. That 
is how the phenomenon has become 
nowadays mostly related to that which 
causes horror and fright and not to the 
rule of fantasy over external reality. A 
short example can be a child that was 
forced to renounce his desire to fly since 
external reality confirms the impossibility 
of its fulfilment, but somehow in his adult 
life, he witnesses someone spontaneously 
flying without any special equipment.  

 
[We] attempted to rectify the most common 
elements in concepts studied by those who 
are not from the psychoanalytical field: that 
it relates to something terrible and causes 
fear, to put it back together in the field of 
anguish. One example is the root of words 
like horror, which is related to another 
concept of his theory and not only the word 
known to common (the horror of the sight of 
the opposite sex and fear of castration5); 
another example is the word shock, where 
in English is read frighten and its original 
root word, Schreck, means shock; and the ill 



translated Angst 6  into anxiety and not 
anguish. Freud intentionally and explicitly 
stated that he could have started his 
examples of the unheimlich and its relation 
with the macabre and lurid – ghosts, spirits, 
monsters and corpses. Whilst those are 
indeed the strongest examples of the 
concept, its connections with the horrifying 
would cloak its real meaning (Sarmento 
2016, p. 160-1). 
 
The unheimlich has an undeniable 

relation to de Castration Complex and its 
ultimate step – Death. In this manner, the 
phenomenon is related to Thanatos in a 
way that something about it always slips 
away from representations, even from 
language and nomination, and it is not 
possible to be measured or located. But 
there is some other part of it that can be 
represented – and right here we 
remember that there is never an 
occurrence of purely life or death drives; 
they work together to serve the latter. 
That is how we project everything that is 
allegedly bad outside and interject what is 
perceived as good. What is good 
becomes attached to the ego, whereas 
what is bad is projected in an alien object 
and may become a phobia – some people 
easily occupy this position. 

One of the main occurrences of the 
unheimlich portrayed in literature and 
cinema is the double, a character similar 
to the protagonist but with some 
discrepancies, what makes him, usually, 
the antagonist of the story, functioning as 
a mirror-image of the hero. In some tales, 
like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and the Hulk, 
the double appears as a repressed force; 
in some others, like in E.T.A. Hoffmann’s 
The Devil’s Elixir and Logan, it appears as 
a doppelganger, an evil twin or even as a 
clone, who acts in opposition of the 
protagonist; most commonly the qualities 
displayed by some villains are almost the 
same as the hero-protagonist, like Dr. 
Strange and Kaecillius or Batman and the 
Joker.  

In our common life, as Freud argues 
parting from Otto Rank’s studies, the 
double comes to the child as some kind of 
“immortal soul”, an alleged “insurance 
against destruction to the ego, an 
‘energised denial of the power of death’, 
as Rank says; and probably the ‘immortal’ 
soul was the first ‘double’ of the body” 
(Freud 1919, p. 225). For his own 

protection against the anguish of 
confronting death, the child in his early 
stages of primary narcissism and limitless 
self-infatuation ‘creates’ this immortality 
and believes deeply in it to avoid 
nothingness – what may be one of the 
reasons why the Ucs system does not 
recognize one’s own death. Later in adult 
life, as this belief is repressed due to 
external reality, this ‘double’ goes from an 
assurance of immortality to a “ghastly 
harbinger of death” (Ibid.) in a form of self-
conscience, depreciation and self-
punishment – a prototype of what Freud 
would later develop as the Superego.  

While the “good double” might have 
been interjected as the hero of every tale 
and the ideals craved by the individual, 
even if that ideal is part of a tyrant agent 
of censorship and criticism like the 
Superego, the “bad double” derived from 
the urges of the id is projected in 
villainous characters, both real and 
fictional. One must think of how uncanny it 
is to meet someone for the first time but 
attribute to him some eeriness, dislike and 
even repulse.  

The individual “identifies himself 
with another person so that his self 
becomes confounded, or the foreign self 
is substituted from his own – in other 
words, by doubling, dividing and 
interchanging the self” (Ibid., 224). To 
simplify this sentence: the self, the ego to 
which the individual assumes to be his 
own may get confused due to the 
unconscious drives and often may be 
divided into what is perceived as his own 
and, therefore, good to his self-image and 
what shall be cast outside projected as a 
threat. And that is why, since Freud 
himself by the end of his essay suggests 
that he did not accomplish everything he 
intended about the subject and left to 
future researches to dig deeper into the 
concept, in our opinion, the double – 
which can be somehow related to the 
alter-ego as well – is not just a double, but 
as multiples, allowing the spectator to 
experience both the hero and the villain, 
and be his own projections cast outside, 
with the difference that the hero might 
return to conscious as something good 
and the villain as something unbearable. 

An year after The Uncanny, when 
introducing the concept of the death drive 



in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud 
(1920) rewrote some of his own concepts 
by suggesting that our psyché was not 
ruled by the pleasure principle, seeking 
pleasure at all cost and trying to expel 
every arousal of discomfort. He suggests 
that there was something else silently 
working towards the compulsion of 
repetition and driving the subject to live 
and relive painful experiences, as some 
uncanny force was driving him towards 
his own dissatisfaction. Later, he 
proposed that the death drive is indeed 
related to the pleasure principle, but it was 
a kind of pleasure that might be felt as 
unpleasant to the conscious – again, the 
rules of the Ucs is different. The pleasure 
principle is indeed a servant of Thanatos 
(Freud 1920). 

And it is in in this articulation that we 
can understand the universe of fiction and 
its characters as the overruling of inner 
reality – desires and fantasies – displayed 
onscreen with the intention of profiting 
disguised as an illusive realm of 
identifications and projections derived 
from our deepest fantasies. By having all 
of what we said so far about how the 
unconscious material tries to resurface 
and is retained under repression, we can 
now reach the final part of our essay. 

 
The Anti-Villains and their more evil 
foes 

 
Our experiences and sentiments are 

kept in our unconscious, and an 
impression we had as a child may 
occasionally rise again. We know that 
what we felt – and still feel – is real and it 
might even have generated physical 
sensations of anger that affect us in some 
way. But as adults, we have learned, 
under the cost of happiness, to keep 
those urges repressed, otherwise we 
would go out on the street assaulting 
whoever we wanted in order to fulfil 
Thanatos’ impulses. But as children, we 
did not have that kind of restraint and the 
desires of that period tend to be stronger 
and more visceral than those of adults.  

So, the feeling of rage and violence 
we may feel playing with action figures or 
with friends, for instance, is well known 
and kept in the Ucs. In the face of 
something unsettling that might relate to 

an outburst of anger similar to one 
experienced and repressed, the 
unheimlich may appear and bring 
discomfort. And that may be augmented 
by the violence seen onscreen, because 
one thing we did not mention before is 
that what is repulsive and causes 
anguish, such as un unheimlich event, 
adversely causes fascination – we must 
remember the antithetical quality of 
feelings, affects and the words it 
represents.  

Villains are representatives of those 
drives because they do whatever they 
want, whenever they want, and it 
becomes the duty of the Superego, as a 
representation of heroes, to act as 
accusers and break those urges before 
they become real actions – but not without 
causing anxiety and other symptoms, 
especially “punishments” in the form of 
guilt. The attraction we feel to anti-heroes 
and some villains may come from that.  

The anti-villain seems to us as a 
form of the entertainment industry to give 
the spectator only but a portion of 
evilness, just like someone would give a 
small dose of cocaine to an addict in order 
to keep him under control without 
suffering withdraw symptoms or overdose. 
But we know how the unconscious acts. 
Denying it the dosage it craves – all of it – 
brings consequences. And it may bring 
social consequences to the masses, if 
they are given large sums of material that 
may interact directly with that repressed 
violence. Only a little should suffice.  

That is why famous villains are 
turning into conflicted heroes in prequels 
and are given an even more evil nemesis 
to justify their means. This employs the 
exact same mechanisms as anti-heroes. 
Nonetheless, story wise, it seems more 
interesting to write about someone without 
boundaries who will perform a good deed 
– in that sense of a primordial and even 
mythical All-Good – than to make a 
morally good driven character do what is 
truly necessary. That is why, as hard as 
we may love Batman – even those 
incarnations where he is borderline 
psychotic and violent to the point of killing 
– it would never be enough to identify 
solely with him. We need to identify with 
the Joker and his will to do whatever is 
necessary to accomplish his goals.  



However, again, it seems to us that 
the industry and consumerism are not 
ready to give us a Joker movie where he 
is the true protagonist without a more evil 
character and the goal of the entire 
production of Evil. Even terror has its 
heroes, albeit the good guy might die. But 
that is another marketing segment, not 
blockbusters. Terror blockbusters always 
tend to have good overcoming evil. Think 
about Suicide Squad and how badly they 
craved to transform Deadshot, Harley 
Quinn and Killer Croc into identifiable 
good characters, giving them dramatic 
arcs to justify their evilness but also a 
whole bunch of reasons to become the 
heroes – and most importantly: group 
effort towards good deeds and a more evil 
threat. It sounds just like they are trying 
too hard and it might be why the movie 
flunked.   

Maybe it is time for us stop trying to 
deny that we are extreme, polar and rigid 
and that we are fluid and may transit 
between good and evil at whatever will. 
We know that civilization and life in 
society require the repression of our 
drives, especially those aggressive ones, 
but maybe it would be better to watch 
Captain America being beaten to death 
with a crowbar with graphic cruelty than to 
go out on the streets and pick a fight with 
a guy who mistakenly looked at our date. 
Maybe it should be enough to restrain 
aggressiveness without all the 
consequences of repression and the 
possibility to live it onscreen as if it was 
the own subject without making an act out 
of it. How many criminals and mass-
shooters would have felt better? 
Impossible to know, but one can ponder 
upon it and perhaps come to a middle 
term.  

As Freud states: 
 
It is an inevitable result of all this that we 
should seek in the world of fiction, in 
literature and in theatre compensation for 
what has been lost in life. There we still find 
people who know how to die – who, indeed, 
even manage to kill someone else. There 
alone too the condition can be fulfilled which 
makes it possible for us to reconcile 
ourselves with death: namely, the behind all 
the vicissitudes of life we should still be able 
to preserve a life intact. […] In the realm of 
fiction we find the plurality of lives which we 
need. We die with the hero whit whom we 

have identified ouserlves; yet we survive 
him, and are ready to die again just as 
safely with another hero (Freud: 1915b, p. 
290).  
 
We die with the hero and kill with 

the villain we identify with. And it is quite 
healthy to cheer for the bad guy once in a 
while.  
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!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 This term is written deliberately like this in order to 
produce a specific effect. In Portuguese we 
translated it to “mal-a-mais”.  
2 To follow a precise methodology, we will use the 
term repression only when quoted directly. 
Otherwise, we will remain faithful to Freud’s ideas, 
since there are some serious issues regarding 
English translations.  
3 For now on, we will use the spelling unheimlich. 
Due to methodology issues, we will use the term in 
German to make sure it will not be mistaken by 
contemporary uses of the uncanny concept.  
4 Originally Es, Ich and Überich, meaning this or it, I 
and above-the-I respectively. Another important 
misconception.   
5 See Freud, Sigmund. ([1922] 1940) “A cabeça da 
Medusa”, in Obras Completas Psicológicas, vol. 
XVIII (Rio de Janeiro: Imago, 1990).   
6 In doubt, see Freud 1920, “Beyond the pleasure 
principle”; 1926, “Inhibitions, symptoms and 
anxiety”; and the English translator appendix in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1895, “On the grounds for detaching a particular 
syndrome from neurasthenia under the description 
‘anxiety neurosis’". It is utterly important to 
understand the term Angst, which not only means 
anxiety, frighten of horrifying, but also something 
related to helplessness, emptiness, anticipation – 
anguish.  


