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Jenny Brown:  Class Presentation, Psyche, Text and Society
[bookmark: _GoBack]What is the psycho-biographical approach to literature?  What are the assumptions or claims on which it is based and are they justified?  Critically asses the value of this form of literary criticism.  Support your answer with reference to Edgar Allan Poe's short story, "The Black Cat"

What does the psycho biographical approach to literature mean?

The psycho-biographical approach to literature is about analyzing the psychology of the author and the author’s life experiences and neuroses and questioning how these factors have been applied to his or her work. 

What are the assumptions and claims on which it is based?  

This approach assumes that you can use this method to make a claim about the personal life of the author and that his artistic work and sometimes his characters are a reflection of the author’s personal psyche.  In relation to psychoanalysis, the work is said to reflect the unconscious of the author, similar to the dream, which in psychoanalytic terms is about unleashing the desires suppressed by the ego that are considered inappropriate to express in society. 

Condensation and dream work in psychoanalysis

Dream interpretation in psychoanalysis has been referred to as ‘the royal road to the unconscious.’1 Freud believed that dreams give access to what is being repressed in the waking state.  When a person is dreaming, this state of suppression is relaxed and the mind is somewhat free to express these desires and fears in the form of a dream.  However, there is still some level of repression by the conscious. A number of related wishes are condensed into one narrative or object, which all represent the self, even if they appear as different objects or beings in their dreams. This is a way of protecting the self from its own disturbing desires and wishes. 

Displacement

In dreams, displacement is about projecting onto another being feelings or desires that are considered inappropriate in real life.  For example, a person may not be able to express anger at their spouse or boss for berating them, and so in the dream, these feelings are displaced onto an animal (or other being.) In psychoanalysis, the way of accessing the true message or real target of the feelings is through the association of words, so the analyst would interpret the choice and meaning of words expressed by the patient to be about something hidden in the unconscious. 

How is a literary work like a dream?

In Psychoanalytic Criticism, Elizabeth Wright states that Freud believed: 

All the arts deal in illusion and Freud’s exploration of the ruses and stratagems of the psyche 


_______________________________________________________________________
1 Elizabeth Wright, Psychoanalytic Criticism:  Theory in Practice, New Accents series (London; New York: 
Methuen, 1984; reprinted with a new appendix 1987, 1991 by Routledge) p. 17.
is of immediate relevance to aesthetic experience, at the level of both the medium (the 
sounds and colours of the dream) and its interpretation. 2  

In using a psycho biographical approach to literature, it is assumed that the literary work is like a dream; an expression of the unconscious wishes of the author through the similar act of condensation and displacement.  Therefore, the choices made by the author in how to express ideas and character actions can be read as a part of his own unconscious, projected into his work.
In the same way words are analyzed by the analyst in therapy because they are thought to be “telling” of the patient’s unconscious, word choices are assumed to be revealing about the author’s psyche in a work of literature, whether he is conscious of them or not. 

Theoretical ideas Bonaparte uses in her analysis of The Black Cat

In her book Psychoanalytic Criticism: Theory in Practice, Elizabeth Wright quotes Marie Bonaparte’s opinion on works of literature as being a reflection of the psyche of the author: 

Works of art or literature profoundly reveal their creator’s psychology and, as Freud has 
shown, their construction resembles that of our dreams.  The same mechanisms which, in 
dreams and nightmares, govern the manner in which our strongest thoughts and most carefully concealed desires are elaborated, desires which often are the most repugnant to 
consciousness also governs the elaboration of a work of art.3

Marie Bonaparte analyzes Edgar Allan Poe and his story The Black Cat using the psychoanalytic approach.  She claims that Poe is a sado-necrophilist, based on his apparent fascination with and erotic attraction to dead animals. She relates this to his supposed castration anxiety and deep-seated desire and hatred for his mother, Elizabeth. According to Bonaparte, Poe’s castration anxiety is acted out in The Black Cat through his character, The Master, who cuts out the eye of the cat.  The eyes are interpreted by Bonaparte to be a substitute for the phallus, and the eventual hanging of the cat in the story is assumed to be about re-phallisation.4 

The reason for feelings of both love and hatred for his mother could also be explained by separation anxiety (hatred, resentment, and fear about being abandoned) as well as castration anxiety.  If, according to Freud’s theory of castration anxiety, Poe views his mother as the person who could potentially be responsible for the act of castration, as well as seeing her naked and already “castrated”, this would evoke strong feelings of fear and anxiety.  His resentment and hatred could also be interpreted as being about the realization that there can never be a complete union with her in the way he desires.

Poe married his cousin Virginia Clemm when she was thirteen and he was twenty-six. She was also sickly like his mother. Bonaparte makes a link to this relationship with the unresolved Oedipal 

_______________________________________________________________________
2 Wright, p. 18.
3 Bonaparte, cited in Wright, p. 40.
4 Marie Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe:  A Psycho Analytic Interpretation, Ch. XXVII ‘The Black 
Cat’ (London: Imago, 1949) p. 483.
complex with his mother and his absent father. Elizabeth Wright states that this platonic 
relationship enabled Poe to be ‘physically faithful to [his mother], his first love, by marrying an
ailing cousin and thus sparing himself the need to consummate the marriage.’ 5 Given that there is no possible way to prove whether or not he consummated his marriage, this is a huge assumption that can’t be proven.

The white-breasted cat in The Black Cat is viewed as a substitute for the mother and represents the oral phase, because of the placement of the white fur being represented by the breast, and the colour white representing milk. In the story, The Master at first enjoys Pluto’s adoration, but then becomes disgusted with it ‘By slow degrees, these feelings of disgust and annoyance rose into the bitterness of hatred.  I avoided the creature…’ 6 His subsequent revulsion of the cat could be explained in psychoanalytic terms as about his fear of castration and the association of the castration with his mother being a castrated being.  

Transference and repetition compulsion 

Repetition compulsion in psychoanalysis is to do with instinct theory and is about the urge to seek out relationships and situations where a person can repeat an event where a previous outcome was traumatic or a person was left powerless.  The urge to repeat scenarios is the act of trying to be in control and create a different outcome, even when the person may not recall the original incident that began this cycle. This can also happen in anxiety dreams, in which desires of the id, normally repressed by the ego, are attempts to strengthen resistance to that wish. 

Freud refers to this in his observation of child’s play, where the child throws an object and reels it back in, which he interpreted as a rehearsal of being left by his mother, and was a way to show control in bringing her back. In the Black Cat, Bonaparte makes a claim that Poe is, through his character, revealing a wish fulfilment of being reunited with his dead mother, however, she claims, because this can’t be expressed directly, it is not explicitly found in the text. 

Repression

In The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Freud explains that the process which transforms pleasure in satisfying an instinct into unpleasure is learned through life experiences, where expressing certain urges is considered socially unacceptable.  This is what leads to repression and this repression creates anxiety.7 For example, a sexual impulse cannot always be expressed if the situation is inappropriate, i.e. working in an office.  Repression is the ego’s efforts to subconsciously keep anxious thoughts and impulses out of our awareness and keep them buried and hidden to avoid dealing with them. 8

_______________________________________________________________________
5 Wright, p. 40.
6 Bonaparte, p. 473.
7 Shoshana Felman, ‘On Reading Poetry:  Reflections on the Limits and Possibilities of Psychoanalytical 
Approaches’, in The Literary Freud:  Mechanisms of Defense and the Poetic Will, e. Joseph H. Smith (New Haven; London:  Yale University Press, 1980), p. 147.
8 Chris Clause, Freudian Repression:  Definition and Overview, (Mountain View, California:  Study.com)  
https://study.com/academy/lesson/freudian-repression-definition-lesson-quiz.html [Accessed Oct 25/19].  
In the The Black Cat, Bonaparte examines the different forces of the id and superego.  She says that the id would be responsible for the savage instinct to commit murder, but the super-ego, which 
develops after external morality is opposed on us, would express guilt and remorse at such an act.  She describes the Master giving in to the urges of the id (his original instincts) through the act of maiming the cat while he is drunk, which creates a fugue, and then when he awakens the next day, sober, he is struck with only mild guilt.  He at first expresses grief, then is irritated by the cat. Unlike the author, the Master’s soul remains fairly untouched. He then proceeds to give in to his baser instincts and ‘revolt against society’s constraints.’ She states: 

The genital function was too repressed in Poe for us to find it openly expressed in his perversity. Poe’s perverseness is never other than eroticized aggression, whether directed outwards against others, or inwards against himself. It is always sadism or masochism. 9

Bonaparte draws comparisons with The Master to Poe and his own life, where he drank heavily.  Bonaparte uses this as evidence for Poe’s projections. However, there is never any linking evidence to support that Poe had these same savage instincts, in fact, the literature supports that he liked animals. So, on this point, Bonaparte’s argument is unsupported.

Literary work as expressions of the psyche and the unconscious

Marie Bonaparte’s evaluation of Poe is that his work is strictly informed by his unconscious.  Shoshana Felman argues that there is an error in this reductive way of analyzing Poe and his work, which I agree with. Felman believes that psychoanalysts confuse the poetic with the neurotic and that critics, although they protest against this idea, still fall into the same thinking errors as readers, which is: 

Accepting […] the polarity of sickness versus health, of normality versus abnormality, to sanity as opposed to insanity, to the history of ideas rather than that of sexual drives, to a 
conscious project as opposed to an unconscious one. 10

Felman quotes Camille Mauclair as saying Poe’s texts are ‘constructed objectively by a will absolutely in control of itself and that genius of that kind is “always sane”.’ 11 This sums up my evaluation.  Speaking as a writer, I can add that the process of creating characters and stories is always conscious, and I believe writers can choose to tap into their own biases and experiences or go in a completely different direction.  Life experiences give tools to draw on when we want to recall the emotion of an incident, and this can form the impetus of a scene.  But then creativity is used to twist it into a different scenario and outcome, if the writer chooses.
	
Is Bonaparte’s reasoning flawed?  

Bonaparte’s writing on Poe is reductionist.  She seems eager to neatly fit Poe’s neuroses into 

_______________________________________________________________________
9 Bonaparte, p. 463.
10 Felman, p. 131.
11 Mauclair, cited in Felman, p. 131.
psychoanalytical theories, an example of which is in this passage: 

All this, together with our other knowledge, allows us to conclude that the sadistic components of his instincts must have been very early repressed though they went on living in his unconscious in all their primitive strength, to blossom in the mighty shoots of his art.”12 

You could argue that this kind of reasoning says more about the psyche of Marie Bonaparte needing to categorize Poe neatly into certain diagnoses, and that she is subjecting herself to psychoanalysis. 

What is the value of this form of literary criticism?

This form of literary criticism gives one a framework for studying and understanding literature. Psychoanalytic theory can appear satisfying and accurate, given how one could easily make correlations between theories of psychoanalysis and author biography. However, given that it is never known if the author is aware of their own neuroses and whether or not it is reflected subconsciously in his work, interpretation is only a matter of guesswork. The author could be both the psychoanalyst or the patient, and he may or may not be conscious of the deeper meanings he is presenting. Rather than being reductive, it is better to look at psychological approaches to understanding literature as a tool for investigation, knowing that the truth about deeper meanings and themes may never be fully known.
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12 Bonaparte, p. 459.
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