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Critical and Cultural Theory (CSEN5014)	
30th November 2017
Assignment: Essay - Explore some of the ways in which the encounter with post-structuralism has changed psychoanalytic approaches to literature, for example, by placing greater emphasis on the literary work’s ‘literariness’ and indeterminacy of meaning. In your considered opinion, how does this encounter re-shape the relationship between literature and psychoanalytic theory? Illustrate your answer with reference to psychoanalytic criticism of Hoffman’s short story, ‘The Sandman’.

Freud vs. Hertz: Psychoanalysis Against Post-Structuralism
Literature is an area of study which can be approached from many different angles. Over the years, whole schools of thought have been born out of or applied to the study of literary works. However, not all schools are created equal. Some approaches have fallen out of favour over time, while others have been absorbed into later theories. Structuralism and post-structuralism are examples of theories which continue to influence literary analysis today, although they have not existed in a vacuum over the years. Post-structuralism has naturally come out of structuralism, and the two schools of thought have both evolved and been modified as newer theorists take on their approaches. In addition, they have also influenced other approaches. Just one of these examples is that of literary psychoanalysis, which has been shaped by structuralism and arguably clashed with post-structuralism. Although psychoanalysis is an older discipline and deeply embedded in the world of literary criticism, the deconstructive power of post-structuralism threatens to undermine its validity. In this essay, we will take a look at the origins and definitions of each of these approaches, before considering the way in which they interact with each other. Finally, we will give specific attention to the conflict between psychoanalysis and post-structuralism, as exemplified in Neil Hertz’s essay on Freud and the Sandman. In doing so, we will examine the comparative value of the two theories, and whether it is possible for them to coexist at all. 
Before we can enter into any kind of depth when it comes to discussing literary theories, it would seem a wise idea to define them first. This is a somewhat ambitious goal, since theoretical approaches to literature are often not defined by their labels so much as they themselves define the categories. That said, it is still important to have an idea of the context in which these theories operate and how they relate to each other. There is a good deal of overlap between the different schools of thought, both chronologically and ideologically. Over time, as the various approaches began to surface, they tended to incorporate elements of the theories that had gone before them, while those original theories continued to exist and develop. We should take care to bear this in mind as we examine the origins and definitions of these branches of analysis.
The three main theories which we will consider in this essay – structuralism, psychoanalysis, and post-structuralism – originated in roughly the 1920s, 1930s, and 1960s, respectively.[footnoteRef:1] Structuralism came first, with one of its major figures being the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, who worked in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. It was closely allied to the field of semiotics, basing its approach primarily on analysis of the signs and systems upon which language is built. In contrast to literary criticism that focused on the meaning of a text, structuralism went to the source, looking instead at the text itself. Structuralism in this sense could be said to be more concerned with the ‘how’ than the ‘what’ of a text’s meaning.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Allen Brizee and others, ‘Literary Theory and School of Criticism’, Purdue OWL, 17 July 1015. Purdue University <https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/722/01/>. Accessed 28 November 2017.]  [2:  Chris Baldick, ‘Structuralism’ in The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 4th edition, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).] 

Unlike structuralism, psychoanalytic literary theory was thoroughly concerned with the non-literal meaning of a text. In particular, psychoanalytic critics sought the meaning of a work’s subtext. To find it, they might attempt to psychoanalyse either the author or a character, drawing heavily on the examples of literature and mythology, such as in Freud’s famous reference to the legendary Greek king in his naming of the psychological Oedipus complex. Due to their apparently opposing focus on different areas of a text, psychoanalysis and structuralism might seem incompatible. However, there have been a number of theorists – most notably Jacques Lacan – who did attempt to combine the two.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Chris Baldick, ‘Psychoanalytic Criticism’ in The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 4th edition, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).] 

Some decades after psychoanalysis had established itself as a form of literary criticism, post-structuralism was born. As its name implies, this approach was based on the theories already underpinning structuralism, although it was also strongly critical of elements of its parent school of criticism. Post-structuralists rejected the structuralist claims to objectivity and authority as a system, refusing any theory’s claim to supremacy by instead stressing the instability of language and the impossibility of trying to pin it down to any single, definitive meaning.[footnoteRef:4]  Central to the post-structuralist school is the method of deconstruction, by which its practitioners use the aforementioned belief in the uncertainty of language to destabilise any attempts to derive meaning from a work.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Chris Baldick, ‘Post-Structuralism’ in The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 4th edition, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).]  [5:  Chris Baldick, ‘Deconstruction’ in The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 4th edition, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).] 

Now that we have established how these approaches are defined in themselves, we can turn our attention to the way in which they have interacted with each other. The relationship between structuralism and post-structuralism has already been addressed, and the main purpose of this essay is to consider the interaction between the psychoanalytic approach and others, so that is what we will focus on next. When it comes to structuralism and psychoanalysis, some theorists have combined ideas from both approaches. One such theorist was the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, who incorporated structuralist principles into his ideas (although it should be noted that Lacan has been defined by some as leaning towards post-structuralism). Lacan drew connections between a child’s psychological and linguistic development, viewing language as the lens through which humans see the world.[footnoteRef:6]  [6: Tamise van Pelt, ‘Lacan in context: An introduction to Lacan for the English-speaking reader.’ College Literature 24:2 (1997), 57-71.] 

Lacan’s incorporation of structuralism into psychoanalytic theory was successful insofar as the influence of his works is concerned. To this day, he is considered a prominent thinker in both branches of analysis, having developed such concepts as the mirror phase, which builds upon Freudian ideas about the ego.[footnoteRef:7] Clearly, then, psychoanalysis is not incompatible with other schools of literary criticism, at least not with structuralism. However, the relationship between psychoanalysis and post-structuralism is a different matter.  [7:  Peter France, ‘Lacan, Jacques’ in The New Oxford Companion to Literature in French (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). ] 

Lacan was able to include psychoanalysis in his structural analysis because, in spite of his slightly divergent approach to it, he still gave the psychoanalytic view priority. It is at this point that post-structuralism runs into a problem: post-structuralism must necessarily treat all systems of analysis as equal under deconstruction, while psychoanalysis relies on its ability to find the true meaning of a text in order to support its validity. We can see this conflict between post-structuralism and psychoanalysis play out in Neil Hertz’s essay Freud and the Sandman.
In Freud and the Sandman, Hertz uses a post-structural, deconstructionist approach to analyse Freud’s essay The ‘Uncanny’, which in turn analyses E. T. A. Hoffman’s short story The Sandman. Although Hertz seems to have no lack of respect for Freud or psychoanalysis, he critiques Freud’s essay in a series of manoeuvres which, one by one, gradually begin to undermine the authority and even the validity of his psychoanalysis of The Sandman. To begin with, Hertz decides to integrate biographical information about Freud into his analysis. He writes that said information ‘suggests that the motifs of the uncanny, of repetition, and of literary priority were playing themselves out in Freud’s relations with one of his younger colleagues at about the same time that he was bringing them into prominence in his writing.’[footnoteRef:8] At first glance, this inclusion may not seem that problematic, as it is not uncommon to consider biographical information about an author when analysing their works. That said, what makes its application an issue in this particular situation is that Hertz is effectively taking part of the practice of psychoanalytic literary analysis – considering the biographical context surrounding an author’s work, then suggesting that this context makes itself known in the work through the medium of the unconscious, without the author being aware of it – and turning it back on the psychoanalyst himself. To suggest that Freud is as susceptible to psychoanalytic criticism as any other non-psychoanalyst writer is to suggest that his work is equally subjective and vulnerable to unconscious influence. Furthermore, any attempt to put psychoanalytic theory in an historical context can risk compromising its legitimacy, since it is only one step away from viewing psychoanalysis as simply a product of its time. If we consider psychoanalysis in the social and cultural context in which it originated, then some of its theories might be reduced to sociological evidence, rather than paths to literary truths. For example, by taking into account the norms of Freud’s period, ideas such as penis envy and castration anxiety could be seen as simply outdated or misogynistic, rather than given the authority which they require to be used in analysis.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Neil Hertz, ‘Freud and the Sandman’, in Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structural Criticism, ed. By Josué Harai (London: Methuen, 1980), 296-321 (p. 297).]  [9:  Paul Robinson, Freud and His Critics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993).] 

The idea that psychoanalysis is capable of revealing the essential, true meaning of a work is crucial to its role in literary criticism. We can see this in the work of psychoanalysts such as Marie Bonaparte. In her book The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation, Bonaparte aims for ‘true understanding of Poe’s psyche’.[footnoteRef:10] The title of the book may imply that hers is merely one single interpretation out of a myriad of others, each as valid as the last, but in her analysis Bonaparte frequently implies that she is aspiring to uncover the sole, essential meaning behind the text. If we are to go along with the assumption that the meaning she discovers is that which was relayed by Poe’s subconscious through the medium of his writing, it would indeed make sense to privilege that interpretation over others. Yet if this is the assumption which all psychoanalysts are working under, then Hertz’s suggestion – that their work is as susceptible to unconscious influence as that which they analyse – is fundamentally problematic. [10:  Marie Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation (London: Imago, 1949), p. 408.] 

The second way in which Hertz undermines Freud’s analysis is by drawing attention to Freud’s selective reading of The Sandman. After some discussion of the actual psychoanalytic elements of Freud’s reading, Hertz raises what he calls a ‘more serious objection’ to it, claiming that ‘Freud has overstabilized his first account of the story, that there is, indeed, more cause for doubt and uncertainty as one moves through “The Sandman” than Freud allows.’[footnoteRef:11] As in the case of Hertz highlighting the impact of Freud’s life on his writing, the deeper issue at play here is that Hertz is once more pointing out the bias in Freud’s interpretation. It is a typically post-structuralist move to point out the ‘doubt and uncertainty’ in a work, but this is nevertheless damaging to the authority of the psychoanalytic interpretation, as we have explored previously.  [11:  Hertz, p. 304] 

Hertz strikes the final blow against Freud’s interpretation by openly declaring it is just that – an interpretation. After considering both Freud’s psychoanalytical interpretation and his own interpretation of the story “as literature,”[footnoteRef:12] Hertz defends the ability of the two to coexist. He claims that ‘the poem […] demands to be read in two quite different ways’, one being the subtextual psychoanalysis and the other being the post-structuralist textual reading.[footnoteRef:13] Neither of these is superior to the other, Hertz argues. Rather, the power of the story lies in ‘its availability to both these schemes, its shifting between the registers of the psychological/daemonic and the literary, thereby dramatizing the differences as well as the complicities between the two.’[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Ibid., p. 313]  [13:  Ibid., p. 312]  [14:  Ibid., p. 313] 

No doubt acknowledging the validity of both approaches to the text was a well-intentioned move on Hertz’s part, but it ultimately serves to condemn the fate of the psychoanalytic interpretation at the hands of post-structuralism. If a central principle of literary psychoanalysis is that it can uncover the true meaning of a text, then operating alongside another theoretical approach is poisonous to it. As a result of this, the doctrine of post-structuralism is particularly dangerous to psychoanalysis, because it fails to privilege psychoanalysis over other interpretations. In fact, it subjects it to the same rigorous deconstruction as any other. It is under the weight of this deconstruction that the psychoanalytic criticism collapses, being unable to operate under any analysis that does not accept its authority as a given. When the literary critic Shoshana Felman described the process of psychoanalysis of literature, she wrote: ‘While literature is considered as a body of language – to be interpreted – psychoanalysis is considered as a body of knowledge, whose competence is called upon to interpret. Psychoanalysis […] occupies the place of a subject, literature that of an object.’[footnoteRef:15] In contrast to Felman’s representation of literature taking on a passive role when subjected to psychoanalysis, in a post-structuralist reading of psychoanalytic criticism, the text effectively fights back against the psychoanalytic interpretation. The question then becomes: can psychoanalysis defend itself against such an attack? [15:  Shoshana Felman, Literature and Psychoanalysis. The Question of Reading: Otherwise (Baltimore, John Hopkins Press, 1982), p.3.] 

The point of all this is not to say that psychoanalysis is a completely invalid approach to literary criticism, but rather that it is impossible for it to exist alongside post-structuralism. As a system that works under the assumption of its own objectivity and fundamental stability, psychoanalysis dissolves when exposes to the uncertainty of post-structuralism. Even though it is still able to exist as but one potential interpretation of text, to keep it alive in this form is to undermine its purpose once more. Without its assumption of superiority over other forms of analysis, psychoanalysis is at the mercy of more comprehensive systems. Perhaps it is indeed able to operate alongside approaches besides post-structuralism. After all, Jacques Lacan has arguably proven that it is compatible in some form with structuralism, as long as one maintains its authority. However, psychoanalysis and post-structuralism remain fundamentally incompatible. While one needs the certainty of its authority to survive, the other is built upon a foundation of academic anarchy, in which no one system has authority over the others. Whether or not literary psychoanalysis has any value in itself – or in comparison with other theories – is another question, but the conflict demonstrated in Freud and the Sandman has shown that it cannot work under post-structuralism. In a system of thought that does not give it priority, psychoanalysis cannot survive. For this reason, psychoanalyst critique is untenable when presented alongside post-structuralism and its threat of deconstructive analysis.
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