
 

 

“Same‐o, Same‐o”: 

Eternal Recurrence in Groundhog Day 

 

How,   i f   some day  or  n ight ,  a  demon were   to  sneak  a f ter  you   into  your  

lone l iness  and  say   to  you:  "Th is   l i fe ,  as  you  now  l ive   i t  and  have   l ived  

i t ,  you  wi l l  have   to   l ive  once  more  and   innumerab le   t imes  more;  and  

there  wi l l  be  noth ing  new  in   i t ,  but  every  pa in  and  every   joy  and  every  

thought  and  every  s igh   .   .   .  must   return   to  you  a l l   in   the  same 

success ion  and  sequence  even   th is   sp ider  and   th is  moonl ight  between 

the   t rees ,  and  even   th is  moment  and   I  myse l f .  The  eterna l  hourg lass  o f  

ex is tence   i s   turned  over  and  over  and  you  with   i t ,  a  mere  gra in  o f  

dust ."  Would  you  not   throw yourse l f  down and  gnash  your   teeth  and  

curse   the  demon who spoke   thus?  Or  have  you  once  exper ienced  a  

t remendous  moment  when you  would  have  answered  h im:  "You  are  a  

god,  and  never  d id   I  hear  anyth ing  more  god l ike!"   I f   th is   thought  were  

to  ga in  possess ion  of  you,   i t  would  change  you  as  you  are ,  or  perhaps  

crush  you.  The  quest ion   in  each  and  everyth ing ,   "do  you  want   th is  

once  more  and   innumerab le   t imes  more?"  would  weigh  upon your  

act ions  as   the  greatest   s t ress .  Or  how wel l  d i sposed  would  you  have   to  

become to  yourse l f  and   to   l i fe   to  crave  noth ing  more   fervent ly   than  

th is  u l t imate  eterna l  conf i rmat ion .   .   .   .?  

F r iedr ich  N ietzsche,  The  Gay  Sc ience  

 

                                                          the  go ing   round 

 

And  round and  round,   the  mere ly  go ing   round,  

Unt i l  mere ly  go ing   round  i s  a   f ina l  good,  

The  way  wine  comes  at  a   tab le   in  a  wood.  

 

And  we en joy   l ike  men,   the  way  a   leaf  

Above   the   tab le  sp ins   i t s  constant  sp in ,  

So   that  we  look  at   i t  w i th  p leasure ,   look  

 

At   i t   sp inn ing   i t s  eccentr ic  measure .  Perhaps  

The  man‐hero   i s  not   the  except iona l  monster ,  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But  he   that  o f   repet i t ion   i s  most  master .  

Wal lace  Stevens ,  “Notes  Toward  a  Supreme F ic t ion”  

 

F rom the  outset  o f  Groundhog Day   i t   i s  ev ident   that  Ph i l  Connors   (B i l l  

Murray) ,  a  pr ima‐donna   loca l   te lev is ion  weatherman  in  P i t tsburgh ,  Pennsy lvan ia ,   i s—

to  use   the  apt  words  o f  a  poem quoted   in   the   f i lm  by  h is  producer  R i ta   (And ie  

MacDowel l )—“a  wretch ,  concentered  a l l   in   se l f , ”  wel l  on  h is  way   toward   the   fate  S i r  

Walter  Scott  pred icted   for  h is  k ind :  “ for fe i t [ ing]   fa i r   renown”  and,  “doubly  dy ing ,”  

both   in  h is   sou l  and   in   the  wor ld ,   return ing  “ to   the  v i le  dust   f rom whence  he  sprung,  

unwept ,  unhonored,  and  unsung.”  

Though  possess ing  a  w icked ly  sarcast ic   sense  of  humor   (h is  weather   forecast  

the  n ight  before  Groundhog  Day  pred icts  “warm weather ,  gang  wars ,  and  some very  

over‐pr iced   rea l  estate”   for  Southern  Ca l i forn ia  and  “very   ta l l   t rees”   for   the  Pac i f i c  

Northwest ) ,  Ph i l  Connors  shows noth ing  but  d isda in   for  others  and   turns  h is  w i t  upon  

them.  He  refers   to  Nan,   the   female  anchor  o f   the  WPBH even ing  news,  as  “Miss  

Ha i rdo” ;   r id icu les   the  way  h is  cameraman Larry   (Chr is  E l l io t )  eats ,   ta lks  beh ind   the  

back  o f   the  propr ietress  o f  h is  bed  breakfast ,  mak ing   fun  of  her   lack  o f  

soph is t icat ion;  def lects  R i ta ’s   s imple   fa i th   in  groundhog   fo lk lore  w ith  h is  own 

ph i losophy   that  “people  are  morons” ;  comments  on   locat ion  at   the  Groundhog  Day  

ceremonies   that  “Th is   i s  one   t ime when TV   fa i l s   to  capture   the  exc i tement  o f  a   la rge  

rodent  pred ict ing   the  weather” ;  and  ca l l s   the  people  o f  Punxsutawney  “h icks .”  Fu l l  o f  

h imse l f ,  over ly   impressed  with  h is  own status   (he   re fers   to  h imse l f  as  “ the   ta lent” ) ,  

ambit ious   (he  c la ims   that  a  nat iona l  network   i s   recru i t ing  h im and   that  he  wi l l   soon  

be  ab le   to   f lee   the  backwater  o f  P i t tsburgh  and  no   longer  need   to  cover  such  

ass ignments  as  Groundhog  Day) ,  Ph i l  Connors   i s  egomaniaca l  and,   for  a l l  h i s  w i t ,  a  

genu ine ly  detestab le  human be ing   (which   i s  why,  no  doubt ,  d i rector  Haro ld  Ramis  

cast  B i l l  Murray ,   the   former  Saturday  N ight  L ive  or ig ina l  who bu i l t  h i s   fame on  h is  

over ‐ the‐top  obnox ious  persona,   to  p lay  h im) .  But   that   i s  before  he  endures   the  

“pure  winter”  o f  Groundhog  Day ,  before  he   learns   to  become so  “wel l  d i sposed   .   .   .  

to   [h imse l f ]  and   to   l i fe   to  crave  noth ing  more   fervent ly   than   th is  u l t imate  eterna l  

conf i rmat ion .   .   .   . ”  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Not  surpr is ing ly ,  h is  growing  rea l i zat ion   that   the   forces  o f   the  cosmos  have  

consp i red   to  make  h im  l ive  February  2nd  over  and  over   in i t ia l ly  produces  anx iety .1 He  

runs   in  pan ic   though  h is  open ing  day  encounters   (w i th   the   fat  man on   the   top  of   the  

s ta i rs  and   the  woman serv ing  breakfast ,  w i th   the  beggar  and  Ned Ryerson,  w i th  h is  

reportage  on   the  events  at  Gobbler ’s  Knob)  and  seeks  he lp   f rom a  medica l  doctor  and  

a  severe ly  over‐matched  psych iatr i s t   (he  has  on ly   recent ly  acqu ired  h is   f i r s t  a lcoho l ic  

and   i s  hard ly  equ ipped   to  dea l  w i th  a  d is turbance   in   the  space‐t ime cont inuum).  

By   that  even ing   (h is   th i rd  day   in  Punxsutawney) ,  Ph i l   rea l i zes   to  h is  de l ight  

that  h is   s i tuat ion  a l lows  h im to  go  beyond good and  ev i l .  He  becomes  uproar ing ly  

drunk  with  B i l l  and  Gus ,  dr ives  a  car  on   the   ra i l road   t racks ,  def ies   the  po l ice ,  and  

destroys  pub l ic  property .   “ I ’m not  go ing   to   l ive  by   the i r   ru les  anymore,”  he  

proc la ims.  

By   the  next  morn ing ,2 when he  awakens  exh i larated  by  h is  escape   f rom h is  

incarcerat ion   the  n ight  before ,  he  beg ins   to  manipu late  and  respond to   the  events  o f  

h is   l i fe . 3 He  punches  out   the  obnox ious ,  “g iant   leech”   insurance  agent  Ryerson.  He  

consumes  a  cho lestero l ‐ le tha l  breakfast  and  announces  def iant ly   that  he  wi l l  no  

longer  need   to   f loss .  He  procures   in format ion   f rom Nancy  Tay lor   ( the  name of  her  

h igh  school  and  her  Eng l i sh   teacher)  and   then  uses   i t   to  seduce  her .  He  memor izes  

the  minute  deta i l s  o f  an   inept  armored  car  de l ivery   to  a  bank  by  Herman and  Fe l ix ,  

two absent‐minded  guards ,  and   then  uses  h is   ins ider  knowledge   to  s tea l  a  bag  of  

money   (w ith  which  he   then  buys  a  Mercedes) .  He   learns   (as  Ned  Ryerson  adv ises )   to  

“watch   that   f i r s t   s tep”  and  not  p lunge  ank le ‐deep   into  a  “doozy”  o f  a  puddle .  He  uses  

repeated  v iewings  o f   Jeopardy   to   learn  a l l   the  quest ions  and   impress   the   fe l low 

res idents  o f  h is  bed  and  breakfast .  

A f ter   toy ing  with   these  minor  occupat ions ,  he  embarks  on  a  more  major ,  but  

no   less   se l f ‐centered,  pro ject :   seduc ing  R i ta .  We see  h im  jo in  her   in  a  bar  and  order  a  

                                            
1 In rough out l ine, Phi l  Connors ’  response to his Groundhog Day 

capt iv i ty appears to fo l low El izabeth Kubler-Ross’  theory of the “f ive stages” 
the dying pass through. L ike a dying man or woman, Connors denies, gets 
angry, bargains, becomes depressed, and f inal ly accepts h is fate—an 
acceptance which br ings with i t  h is re lease from his imprisonment in t ime. 

2 Only the f i rst  three incarnat ions of Groundhog Day are ident i f iable 
and dist inguishable. By the th ird day, d irector Harold Ramis has begun, in 
pursuit  of  narrat ive eff ic iency, to e l ide many of the events, sometimes 
skipping, in a cut,  an ent ire 24 hour per iod, making i t  eventual ly impossib le 
to te l l  just how many Groundhog Days have actual ly passed. 

3 Apparent ly only Phi l  is  able to remember the events of the day 
before. No else in Punxsutawney exper iences eternal  recurrence. 
Consequent ly,  only Phi l  is  able to make use of what he learns in each tr ia l-
run of Groundhog Day. 
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dr ink .  When R i ta  orders  her  own  (Sweet  Vermouth  on   the   rocks  w ith  a   tw is t ) ,   the  

narrat ive   then  cuts   twenty   four  hours  ahead   to   the  next  Groundhog  Day ,  when Ph i l  

a l so  orders  her   favor i te  dr ink ,  as   i f  he  had  miracu lous ly  d iscerned   i t .   In   s imi lar  

fash ion ,  he  uses  one‐day‐at ‐a ‐ t ime to   incrementa l ly   learn  a l l  about  R i ta—her  des i re  

to   toast   to  wor ld  peace ,  her  dream of   l i v ing   in   the  mounta ins  at  h igh  a l t i tude,  her  

pass ion   for  French  poetry   (her  co l lege  major ) ,  her   love   for  Rocky  Road   ice  cream.  

A lmost  persuaded that  her   in i t ia l   impress ion  of  h im as  hatefu l  and  crue l  was  

mistaken,  near ly  won over  by  h is  w i t  and  soph is t icat ion ,   she   f ina l ly ,  a t  day ’s  end,  

sees   through  h im,   rea l i z ing   that  he  has  myster ious ly   learned  a l l   there   i s   to  know 

about  her  on ly   to  w in  her  over .  Repu lsed  by  h is   fa l se‐s tep  dec larat ion   that  he   loves  

her  when  in   fact  he  knows noth ing  about  her ,   she  d ismisses  h im:  “ I   cou ld  never   love  

anyone  l ike  you  because  you  can ’ t   love  anyone but  your  se l f . ”  “That ’s  not   t rue ,”  Ph i l  

rep l ies ,   showing   the   f i r s t   se l f ‐ ins ight  he  has  exh ib i ted   in   the  movie .   “ I  don’t  even   l i ke  

myse l f . ”  

“S incer i ty ’s   the  main   th ing ,”  movie  mogul  Samuel  Go ldwyn once  confessed,  

“and  once  you   learn   to   fake   that ,  everyth ing  e lse   i s  easy .”  E terna l   recurrence  enab les  

Ph i l  Connors   to  momentar i ly   fe ign  s incer i ty ,  enab les  h im to  pretend  he  cares  about  

R i ta ’s  deepest  va lues  and  be l ie fs ,  enab les  h im to  a lmost  pass   for  a  decent  human 

be ing .   (Fak ing   i t ,  a f ter  a l l ,   i s  Ph i l  Connors  da i ly  work .  When we  f i r s t  meet  h im,  he  

per forms  before  a  b lank  b lue  wal l ,  act ing  out  h is   invo lvement  w ith  a  pro jected  

Uni ted  States  weather  map which  he  can  see  on ly  on  a  monitor . )  

R i ta ’s  ab i l i ty   to  see   through  h im returns  Ph i l   to  square  one.   In  a   repr ise  o f  a  

scene   in  which   they  had  bu i l t  a   snowman and  engaged   in  a  snowbal l   f ight  w i th  some 

Punxsutawney   teenagers ,  h is  e f fus ive ,  excess ive  “s incer i ty”   (“ I   love  ch i ldren!  Let ’s  

have   lots  o f  ch i ldren!” )  becomes   forced—transparent ly  a   ruse .  S incer i ty  as  an  art  

born  of  eterna l   recurrence  must  not  exh ib i t   “a  pa lpab le  des ign  upon us”   (as  Keats  

once  ca l led   i t ) ;   i t   cannot  be  consc ious .  Fo l lowing   the  second snowbal l   f ight ,  we  see ,  

in  a  montage  sequence,   the  end  resu l t  o f   severa l  more  at tempts   to  manipu late  R i ta :  

a   sequence  of   s laps   to   the   face  of  Ph i l  Connors .  

Re jected  by  R i ta ,  p lagued  by   the   rea l i zat ion   that  he  must  now  l ive  h is   l i fe  

“once  more  and   innumerab le   t imes  more;”  w ith  “noth ing  new  in   i t ,  but  every  pa in  

and  every   joy  and  every   thought  and  every  s igh   .   .   .   , “   consc ious   that  “ the  eterna l  

hourg lass  o f  ex is tence   [w i l l  be]   turned  over  and  over  and   [h im]  w ith   i t ,  a  mere  gra in  

o f  dust ,"  Ph i l   turns  su ic ida l ,  exper iment ing  with  d i f ferent  ways  o f  k i l l ing  h imse l f :  

dr iv ing  a  car  over  a  c l i f f ,  e lectrocut ing  h imse l f  w i th  a   toaster   in   the  bathtub,  gett ing  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run  over  by  a   t ruck ,   jumping  of f  a  bu i ld ing .   In  one  ep isode  he  seeks   to  k i l l   the  

groundhog,   too ,  conv inced   that ,  as   the  season’s   totem an imal ,   “He’s  got   to  be  

s topped,”  or  “ th is  w inter  w i l l  never  end.”  A l l   these  at tempts   fa i l ,  o f  course .  Each  

morn ing ,  Ph i l  Connors   f inds  h imse l f  back   in  bed,  awakened at  600  am by  Sonny  and  

Cher  s ing ing  “ I  Got  You  Babe.”  At   the  nad ir  o f  Groundhog  Day ,  he  of fers  R i ta   the  

gr immest  o f  weather   forecasts ,  pred ict ing   that   i t  w i l l   “be  co ld  and  gray ,  and   i t ’ s  

go ing   to   las t  you   for   the   rest  o f  your   l i fe .”  

But ,   l i ke  any  myth ic  be ing  who has   journeyed   into  Hades ,  Ph i l   returns   f rom h is  

descent   in to   the  underwor ld  w ith  a  new understand ing .  “ I  am a  God,”  he  announces  

in   the  T ip  Top  Cafe   to  R i ta ,   “not   the  God,”  but   just  “a   god .”  Anx ious   to  d ispe l  R i ta ’s  

d isbe l ie f ,  he  demonstrates  h is  omnisc ience ,   te l l ing  her  a l l  he  knows—al l  he  has  

learned   through   the  end less   repet i t ions  o f  Groundhog  Day—about  Dor is ,  B i l l ,  and  

Gus ;  a l l  he  knows about  dropped t rays  and  c loset  homosexua l i ty  and  uncerta in  

marr iage  p lans ;  a l l  he  knows about  her .   “You   l ike  boats ,”  he  has  d iscerned,  “but  not  

the  ocean.”  

As  a   resu l t  o f  h is  Near‐Death  Exper iences  he   returns  w ith  a  new  love   for  h is  

fe l low human be ings ,  espec ia l ly   for   the  c i t i zens  o f  Punxsutawney  he  had  ear l ier  

r id icu led .  He  he lps  some e lder ly   lad ies  change  a   f la t   t i re   (every  day) .  He  catches  a  

boy  who  fa l l s  out  o f  a   t ree   (every  day) .  He  performs   the  He iml ich  maneuver  on   the  

master  o f  ceremonies  o f   the  Groundhog  Day   fest iv i t ies   (every  day) .  He  becomes   the  

necessary  ange l  o f  an  o ld  s t reet  person  he  had  prev ious   ignored,  us ing   the  powers  o f  

eterna l   recurrence   th is   t ime not   for  persona l  ga in ,  not   to  ga in   ins ider   in format ion  

about  a  des i red  woman,  but   to   reverse  an  unnecessary  death .  And  he  becomes  an  

art i s t :  he   learns—  in  one  day!—to  p lay   the  p iano.   In  one  day ,  he  masters   i ce  

scu lpture .  

At  “ the  end  of  a  very   long  day ,”  a t   the  ga la  Groundhog  Day  party ,  Ph i l  

Connors  puts   i t  a l l   together .  R i ta   looks  on  amazed  as  a  much‐ loved  Ph i l  Connors ,  no  

longer  a  “wretch ,  concentered  a l l   in   se l f , ”  anyth ing  but  “unwept ,  unhonored,  and  

unsung,”   i s  pra ised  by  each  of   the  benef ic iar ies  o f  h is  eterna l ly   recurrent   la rgess .  

She   l i s tens   impressed  by  h is  wonderfu l   improv isat ions  on   the  p iano,  and  when he   i s  

put  up   for  b id   in  a  bache lor  auct ion ,   she  of fers  every  penny  she  has   to  buy  h im.  As  

payback ,  he  scu lpts  her   face   in   i ce   in  a   l i keness   that  br ings  her  near ly   to   tears .  The  

secret  o f  h is  ar t?  He  has  memor ized  her  countenance  as  he   learned   to  “crave  noth ing  

more   fervent ly   than   [ i t s ]  u l t imate  eterna l  conf i rmat ion .”  “ I ’m happy  now,”  he  

exp la ins ,   “because   I   love  you.”  And   th is   t ime he  means   i t .  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Dur ing   the  course  of  Groundhog Day ,  Ph i l  Connors  de l ivers  a   ser ies  o f  on‐

camera   reports  on   the  Groundhog  Day   fest iv i t ies .  These  vary   f rom the  s t ra ight   to   the  

sarcast ic .  A f ter  h is  unsuccess fu l   su ic ides ,  Ph i l  Connors  changes  h is   tone,  de l iver ing  

with   rea l   fee l ing  and  rea l   s incer i ty   the   fo l lowing  poet ic   report   (“You   touched  me 

man!”  Larry   responds) :  

 

When Chekhov  saw the   long  winter ,  he  saw a  w inter  b leak  and  dark  and  bereft  

o f  hope.  Yet  we know that  w inter   i s   just  another  s tep   in   the  cyc le  o f   l i fe .  But  

s tand ing  here  among  the  people  o f  Punxsutawney  and  bask ing   in   the  warmth  

of   the i r  hearths  and  hearts ,   I   cou ldn ’ t   imag ine  a  better   fa te   than  a   long  and  

lustrous  w inter .  

 

The  poet  R i lke   thought   that   i f  we   fa i l   to  grow as  human be ings ,   i f  we   fa i l   to  have  a  

per fect   spr ing ,   i t   i s  because  we avo id   the  d i f f i cu l t ies  o f  a  “pure  winter .”  A  “pure  

winter”  enab les  us   to  s tore  up  growth   for   those  great   leaps   into   the  unknown which  

are  a  prerequ is i te   to   t rue  growth. 4 Groundhog Day   i s  about  Ph i l  Connors ’  pure  

winter—his  “ long  and   lustrous  w inter”   in  Punxsutawney.  

 

In  h is  Book of   Imaginary  Be ings ,  Borges  descr ibes ,  as  part  o f  h is   s t range  menager ie  

o f  c reatures ,  an   ind iv idua l  known to   the  O ld   testament  Hebra ic   t rad i t ion  as  a  "Lamed 

Wufn ik ."  The  Lamed Wufn iks ,  Borges  exp la ins ,  were  " th i r ty ‐s ix   r ighteous  men whose  

miss ion   i s   to   just i fy   the  wor ld  before  God."  "The  secret  p i l la rs  o f   the  un iverse ,"  

w i thout  whom God "would  ann ih i la te   the  whole  o f  mank ind ,"  Lamed Wufn iks  cannot ,  

or  dare  not ,   rea l i ze   the i r   t rue  nature ,  however .   I f  one  shou ld  do  so ,   immediate  

ann ih i la t ion  would   resu l t .  The i r  vocat ion   requ ires   them to  be  unconsc ious  o f  exact ly  

what   they  are .  Hannah  Arendt  has  observed   in  The  Human Condi t ion   that   for   the  

Western  psyche  " i t   i s  mani fest   that   the  moment  a  good  work  becomes  known and  

pub l ic ,   i t   loses   i t s   spec i f i c  character  o f  goodness .   .   .   . "  So  a l l  our  endeavors  must   face  

up   to  a lmost  perp lex ing  d i lemma:  "Goodness  can  ex is t  on ly  when  i t   i s  not  perce ived ,  

not  even  by   i t s  author ;  whoever  sees  h imse l f  per forming  a  good  work   i s  no   longer  

good.   .   .   .  Therefore :   "Let  not   thy   le f t  hand  know what   they   r ight  hand  doeth ."  

Pr ior   to  embark ing  on  h is  pursu i t  o f  R i ta ,  Ph i l  Connors  asks  her   to  descr ibe   for  

h im her  “perfect  guy .”  She   l i s ts   the  d is t inct ive  character i s t ics—that  he ’s   too  humble  

                                            
4 See Geoffrey H. Hartman’s The Unmediated Vis ion: An Interpretat ion 

of Wordsworth, Hopkins, Ri lke, and Valéry  (70-96). 
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to  know he’s  per fect ;   that  he ’s  k ind  and  gent le ,  and   funny,   romant ic ,  and  

courageous ,  and  not  a f ra id   to  cry ;   that  he  has  a  great  body  but  doesn ’ t   look   in   the  

mirror  a l l   the   t ime;   that  he  p lays  an   instrument ;   that  he ’ l l   change  poopy  d iapers—

and the  “so  va in”  Ph i l   immediate ly  c la ims   to  be   the  sp i t t ing   image  of  her   idea l :   “ I ’m  

rea l ly  c lose  on   th is  one”  he   ins i s ts .  He  knows,  o f  course ,   that  he   i s  not ,  and  he  uses  

every  subter fuge   to  acqu ire   the  necessary  knowledge   to   fake  s incere ly  be ing  her  

consummate  male .  

Pred ictab ly ,  he   fa i l s .   Lamed Wufn iks  must  not  know they  are  Lamed Wufn iks ,  

and   i t   i s  not  unt i l  Ph i l  Connors ,   “he   that  o f   repet i t ion   i s  most  master ,”   reverses   the  

psychoana lyt ic  parad igm and  makes   the  consc ious  unconsc ious—not  unt i l  a l l   that  he  

has   learned,   through  eterna l   recurrence ,   to   imag ine  h imse l f   to  be  has  become second 

nature—that  he  can   in   fact  be   i t .  At   f i lm’s  end  he   i s   ready   to  sett le  down  in  

Punxsutawney—”Let ’s   l i ve  here ,”  he  suggests   to  R i ta  a f ter   the i r   f i r s t  n ight   together ,  

on   the  day  after  Groundhog  Day—in  a   town where  he   i s  a  hero ,  part  o f  a  community  

which  cannot   l i ve  w ithout  h im.  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