What is the psycho-biographical approach to literature? What are the assumptions or claims on which it is based, and are they justified? Critically assess the value of this form of literary criticism. Support your answer with reference to Edgar Allen Poe's short story, 'The Black Cat'.

To understand the psycho-biographical approach, you must first turn to its origin—the psychoanalytical approach, founded by the father of modern psychology, Sigmund Freud. (‘Sigmund Freud: Theory & Contribution to Psychology’, 2024). The basis of psychoanalysis lies in the subconscious mind and the unconscious thoughts that it assumes are prevalent. Psychoanalysis claims that all psychological concerns can be traced back to elements hidden or repressed in the subconscious unconscious, often from the early stages of development. One such example can be found in the resulting symptoms in adulthood of problems found in the second Freudian stage of development, or psychosexual development, the anal stage – an adult seeking perfectionism and orderly neatness could attribute these things to excessive pressure from the primary caregiver during the anal stage, resulting in them exhibiting traits of anal retentiveness in later life. (‘Erich Fromm’, 2022).	Comment by Peter Mitchell: The introductory paragraph should present the approach your presentation will take to the question, introducing your main arguments, and putting them into the context of the debate.
A psychobiography is a psychoanalytical biography written by a psychoanalyst. In literature, it uses the basis of the target author’s work or works to provide the necessary information to formulate the psychological profile. (‘Psychoanalysis: Freud’s Psychoanalytic Approach to Therapy’, 2024). This is similar to how, in traditional psychoanalytical therapy, the psychoanalyst will use a patient’s dreams, thoughts, and actions as the patient recounts them to build the profile. 
This means that the validity of the psychobiographical approach is wholly reliant on the validity of the psychoanalytical approach before any individual validity can be questioned, as it is more or less another application of Freud’s theory. This presents a few concerns as to how justified psychobiography is in what it attempts to do for several reasons. One aspect of Freud's research that contributed heavily to his theories, for both their development and evidence, is his case studies. Case studies themselves can be beneficial in the world of psychology. Still, they are often an isolated occurrence, not something that can be easily replicated, or even ethically replicated, have a more substantial likelihood of researcher bias than other psychological studies, and have little basis for generalisation. (‘Case Study Research Method in Psychology’, 2024).	Comment by Peter Mitchell: This is a valid point, but the distinction between the analysand’s speech in therapy and the crafted literary text is also relevant to the question of whether the psychobiographical approach to literature is justified.
A well-known case study for Freud's psychosexual stages of development, as well as specifically his Oedipus complex theory, is the case study of Little Hans, a five-year-old boy who feared horses.(‘Little Hans - Freudian Case Study’, 2024). Freud theorised and eventually concluded that Little Hans’ fear of horses stemmed from his Oedipal complex, unconscious attraction to his mother, a rivalry with his father, and a fear of castration. However, Freud never met Little Hans himself, nor did he ever converse with the child directly. All communication was made through letters between Freud and Little Hans’ father, increasing the likelihood of subject bias as the father was no doubt aware of Freud and his theories at the time.  
Beyond case studies, one primary issue with Freud’s theory is that it is unfalsifiable. The unconscious mind is not something easily measured or tested, which means that the theory itself lacks scientific credibility. To be a viable scientific theory, the theory must be falsifiable – it must have the capacity to be tested and potentially proven wrong in order to confirm the theory. (Popper, K. 1959). Freud’s theory, the psychoanalytical approach, inherently lacks this, and, therefore, so does the psychobiographical approach. 	Comment by Peter Mitchell: This is good but you ought to be aware that Popper’s philosophy of science is not generally accepted. Moreover, it is not quite true to say that psychoanalysis is unfalsifiable - some aspects of it have been disproven.
Moving on, then, to any value psychobiography may have as a form of literary criticism. In my opinion, the answer to that is simple—very little. A psychobiography is written by a psychoanalyst, not a literary critic. Their primary concern is understanding the author behind the literature, but not necessarily as a way to further understand the text. The text is instead used to understand the author further and provide supporting evidence for the psychological profile that the psychoanalyst builds, rather than the context of the author giving evidence to understand the text further. At least that is how it appears to function. It could also be argued that the traditional psychoanalyst’s secondary aim is to continue to provide evidence towards Freud’s theories. 
This is not to say that psychobiography has no value—it certainly has several significant applications, such as trying to understand better prominent historical figures who have passed on. It also has the potential for intrigue in a literary critical form, simply not one to wholly rely on due to the limitations and questions of its origin and basis for thought, lacking scientific credibility and internal (and external) validity as it is. 
Bonaparte’s psychobiographical piece on Poe through his short story The Black Cat easily garners interest not simply thanks to the subject author's renowned quality but also through her confident character summaries, lending to at least some small degree of shock factor. Calling Poe explicitly “the sado-necrophilist” is quite to the point, after all. (Bonaparte, M. 1949).
Bonaparte’s psychobiography most notably exemplifies the entire reliance on Freudian theories, which lessens the value of the approach regardless of whether it is viewed in the psychological or literary sense. The vast majority of Bonaparte’s analysis relies on Freud’s psychosexual stages of development, oral, anal, phallic, latent and genital, and his tripartite model of the human mind – the subconscious id, the self of the ego and the moral superiority of the conscience, the superego. (‘Sigmund Freud: Theory & Contribution to Psychology’, 2024). This means that Bonaparte’s understanding of Poe is through theories that fundamentally assume each individual to have a strong and instinctive inclination towards crime, sin and debauchery, that were it not for the constraints of the superego, society would be primarily comprised of multiple iterations of Mr Hyde without a Dr Jekyll in sight. That is to say, a predisposition to the belief of innate evil in man, and whilst innate good from the superego factors in, it is always the superego on the defensive, thought of as almost other in the mind. Separated from the true self of the ego and the instincts of the self of the id, the superego can be argued to be societally imposed, as what are morals if not influenced by what society of the time considers them to be. 
Bonaparte certainly believes this part of Freudian psychology just as much as the rest, as evidenced by “our instinctual urges towards criminal activities” and “the instinctual features of the id, that primitive, bottomless reservoir of our most savage instincts.” (Bonaparte, M. 1949).
To conclude, psychobiography would gain a better standing if it utilised other psychological approaches to understand the human mind and why we think and behave the way we do. It would also benefit from not being used as the only method of furthering an understanding of a text, since its true primary insight lies at the feet of the author themselves. Although it holds the potential to contribute thought-provoking avenues of understanding, delving too far into it on its already shaky ground would be inadvisable. It lacks both validity and strength to stand on its own, but could serve to bolster other methods of interpretation that don’t have such an inclination to lose sight of the texts themselves. 

Has psychobiography contributed in any way to the development of literary criticism?
Yes, it is believed that psychobiography contributed to and greatly influenced literary criticism since it was first established. This is due to the sheer number of psychobiographies published and the interest that the approach garnered from psychoanalysts during the following years and decades. (Kőváry, Z).

Does the questionable validity of Freud's Little Hans case study affect the overall credibility of psychoanalysis in psychobiography and its role in literary criticism?
Yes, whilst Little Hans is just one of the case studies contributing to Freud’s theories, it exemplifies the problematic nature of applying them to his theories. It is not the only case study he uses that presents validity questions. As psychobiography is an application of psychoanalysis, how can psychobiography retain credibility when its foundations can be called tenuous at best?  
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This presentation shows initiative and some methodical coherence in its critical approach to psychoanalysis and its dubious claims to being scientific. But some of the points that you make are undeveloped – it is not difficult to think of counterarguments that your presentation does not consider. Overall, there is no coherent response to the question.
When you gave your oral presentation in class, you did not modulate your voice or vary your tone. It is easier to listen to someone when they use a range of tones as we tend to in ordinary conversation.
You dealt with questions satisfactorily, but the answers seemed to seek to close down debate.
The presentation was short, at about six minutes long.
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