Psyche, Text, and Society: Critical and Cultural Theory

SEMINAR 5
Post-Structuralism and Psychoanalysis

Hertz’s Post-Structuralist Psychoanalytic Criticism of Freud and E.T.A. Hoffman’s ‘The Sandman’
MB = Bowie, Malcolm, Lacan, Fontana Modern Masters series (London: Fontana, 1991)

JC = Culler, Jonathan, The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature, Deconstruction (London; New York: Routledge, 1981)

NH = Hertz, Neil, ‘Freud and the Sandman’, in Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism, ed. by Josué Harari (London: Methuen, 1980), pp. 296-321

TE = Eagleton, Terry, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983; reprinted several times)

1. Post-structuralism is defined in relation to the structural theory of linguistics and Structuralism. Whereas some structural linguists and structuralists focused their linguistic analyses entirely on langue, the (grammatical) structure or system of language, excluding parole, Post-structuralism tends to be concerned with relations between addresser and addressee. In fact this concern was anticipated by Roman Jakobson (Prague Linguistic Circle), for whom the contextual network for communication and understanding includes not only addresser and addressee, but also considerations of shared codes, the physical medium and the overall context. But Post-structuralist theorists argue that the structure of communication between addresser and addressee is not a given; the conventions which structuralists claim secure communication do not necessarily hold. One of a number of reasons for this may be outlined as follows:
1) All discourse occurs as an event; this is what distinguishes it, as parole, from langue, the code or system of language. Discourse, as an act, may be considered from the point of view of the content of the proposition or statement, or from the point of view of the force of the complete act of discourse (the speech act): what is said is one thing; what I ‘do’ in saying that is another thing. Originally this recognition was theorised by John L. Austin in terms of the locutionary act (the act of saying) and the illocutionary act (that which I do in saying). Paul de Mann, however, criticizes Austin’s model of discourse for giving insufficient allowance for individual and historical variation in interpretation of the illocutionary act. The fault is that the model moves readily from grammar to speech acts. The effect of discourse would in Austin’s model commit the speaker, because it is the effect implied by the grammatical form; but there are also effects of speech acts that are not implied or intended and do not commit the speaker. This is because the sign must be interpreted; it is not a thing, a referent, but a meaning derived from the thing by a process – representation. This is particularly so when we consider rhetoric (the study of tropes and figures, such as metaphor) and literature in general. In order to rectify Austin’s theory, de Mann introduces a new term – the perlocutionary act – that which I effectuate in saying what I say. Therefore an author may not be the origin and guarantor of the meaning or effect of what they say. In other words, rhetoric, and therefore literature, cannot be reduced to grammatical structures and contexts of communication.
2. Deconstruction is a philosophically sceptical approach to the possibility of coherent meaning in language and in texts that was initiated or devised by Jacques Derrida in the late 1960s. Among its features and significant concepts are the following:

1) It takes the structuralist insight that a language is a system of elements which are wholly defined by their relations to one another within the system, that in language there are only differences without positive terms, and takes the insight one step further, by claiming that there may be no reality or meaning beyond the level of the signifier: ‘Anyone who goes in search of meaning at its source, or in its essential forms, has no choice but to travel by way of language, and at every moment on this journey variously connected signifiers extend to the horizon in all directions. When the signified seems finally to be within reach, it dissolves at the explorer’s touch into yet more signifiers.’ – MB, 64

2) Therefore, deconstruction is characterised by a view of language which sees meaning as an effect of differences between terms in a language, and as dispersed, or deferred. Derrida coined the term differance to indicate this differing and deferring. The term combines two senses of the French verb différer (to differ, and to defer or postpone) in a noun which is spelt differently from dfférence but pronounced in the same way.

3) Deconstruction is consequently concerned with absence (of meaning) rather than presence, because language is said to deny us the full presence of meaning. A sign is a trace of that which is already absent; or rather, because of a) above, a trace of a trace of a trace, ad infinitum.
4) Jacques Lacan has been referred to as a structuralist psychoanalyst, but there are aspects of his psychoanalytic theory that are post-structuralist. This is because in revising the psychoanalytic theory of personality to account for the dominance of language and linguistic structures in it, Lacan developed views on subjectivity and language whereby language is seen as ‘the trace of a nothingness’, and the subject as identifying her/himself in language only by losing her/himself in it like an object. (For references see handout for seminar 4).
5) Deconstruction also develops upon the structuralist observation that some words or linguistic terms have their sense or meaning in opposition, e.g. ‘male’ has sense by contrast to ‘female’. These are binary oppositions which human beings arguably impose on a spectrum of difference. ‘Derrida’s claim is that the dominant Western tradition of thought has attempted to establish grounds of certainty and truth by repressing the limitless instability of language. This “logocentric” tradition sought some absolute source of guarantee of meaning (a “transcendental signified”) which could centre or stabilise the uncertainties of signification, through a set of “violent hierarchies” privileging a central term over a marginal one: nature over culture, male over female, and … speech over writing’. ‘The Greek word logos can just mean ‘word’, but in philosophy it often denotes an ultimate principle of truth or reason, while in Christian theology it refers to the Word of God as the origin and foundation of all things. Derrida’s critique of logocentric thinking shows how it attempts to repress differences in favour of identity or presence: the philosophical “metaphysics of presence” craves a “transcendental signified” or ultimately self-sufficient meaning (e.g. God, Man, Truth). The most significant case of logocentrism is the enduring phonocentrism that privileges speech over writing because speech is held to guarantee the full “presence” and integrity of meaning.’ (Chris Baldick, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms).
6) Deconstruction and Psychoanalysis: ‘Deconstructive readings track down within a text the aporia or internal contradiction that undermines its claims to coherence; or they reveal how texts can be seen to deconstruct themselves … tending to challenge the status of the author’s intention or of the external world as a source of meaning in texts …’ (Chris Baldick, The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms). The (figurative) language used in a text may run counter to, defer or deflect the intention of its author or of the speaker (narrator, character). Thereby offering a kind of sub-text, deconstruction can be allied to psychoanalytic criticism.

All literary works contain one or more sub-texts, and there is a sense in which they may be spoken of as the “unconscious” of the work itself. The work’s insights, as with all writing, are deeply related to its blindnesses: what it does not say, and how it does not say it, may be as important as what it articulates: what seems absent, marginal or ambivalent about it may provide a clue to its meanings. – TE, 178
7) It is also possible to ‘deconstruct’ the texts and/or authority of psychoanalysis. ‘Rather than suggest that psychoanalysis is a body of theory whose scientific authority enables it to reveal the truth of literature, we might note that much of its authority derives precisely from its repetition of powerful literary narratives and relations – the Oedipal drama, the Narcissus myth.’ According to Jonathan Culler, the repetition is the result of transference from the object (literature) to the interpreter (psychoanalysis). Literature through irony is said to deconstruct the authority of psychoanalysis while psychoanalysis through language deconstructs the authority of fantasy. – JC, 225.
8) Neil Hertz’s essay ‘Freud and the Sandman’ attempts to deconstruct not only E.T.A. Hoffman’s short story, ‘The Sandman’, but also Freud’s essay ‘The Uncanny’, which provides a psychoanalytic interpretation of Hoffman’s work of narrative fiction. Features of the essay include:
a) The question of whether in Freud the eeriness of the uncanny is a result of the emergence of the compulsion to repeat (repetition compulsion) or a result of reactivation of a repressed infantile dread (e.g. of castration). – NH, 301

b) An analysis of Freud’s two accounts or interpretations of ‘The Sandman’ – NH, 302-303. The first is a summary, a paraphrase, which Freud provides in order then to progress to the second, psychoanalytic reading:
i) Coppola the optician really is the lawyer Coppelius and Nathanael is ‘the horrible plaything of dark powers’ (the daemonic), within the fiction of the story

ii) Nathanael is fixated upon his father by his castration complex and is incapable of loving a woman. Nathanael’s early traumatic experience is recast by him in the formal of a primal scene and only subsequently expressed.
c) In the first of these accounts, Hertz argues that Freud ‘overstabilises’ his reading by replacing the words of Hoffman’s narrator with his own, thereby shifting the interpretive analysis to depth psychology as opposed to the narratorial surface: ‘[…] it may be what is unsettling, if not uncanny, about “The Sandman” is as much a function of its surface as of the depths it conceals’ – NH, 304. Hertz focuses on language and rhetorical effects – images, allusions, figurality – thereby shifting analysis away from depth to the surface. This is a feature of post-structuralist psychoanalytic criticism. – NH, 308-11
d) Hertz argues that the compulsion to repeat in ‘The Sandman’ is neither exactly exterior and ‘daemonic’ nor exactly inner and psychological. – NH, 307. In other words there is an indeterminacy about which way to read the text; the text is unstable.
e) Hertz argues that Nathanael’s poem creates an illusion of infinite regress (mis en abîme) by duplicating in miniature the structure of the larger fictional work in which it is incorporated. The short story as a whole may be interpreted, like Nathanael’s poem, in two quite different ways: - NH, 311-12
i) Psychological/daemonic – compatible with Freud’s (double) reading

ii) Literary

f) ‘My point is not that Freud’s reading should yield to this other scheme, but rather that a sign of the story’s power – what makes it an instance of Romantic irony at its most unsettling or, if you like, of the uncanny – is 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.’ – NH, 312-13

9) Deconstructive readings tend for reasons provided at 5) above, not to suppose that a sign or a discourse is valid outside its context, but on the contrary that there are only contexts without any centre of absolute anchoring. (Jacques Derrida, ‘Signature Event Context’, in Margins of Philosophy). This anticipates or echoes the interpretative concerns of the cultural theorists and historicists, which we shall encounter next on the course.

3. Among possible problems of deconstruction are the following:
a) By denying the possibility of coherent meaning in language and in texts, deconstruction may be a negative dogmatism, rather than a kind of scepticism.

b) The act of deconstruction itself is at risk from the theory’s own claims regarding the absence of coherent meaning in language and in texts. Deconstruction asserts the unassertablility of what is being asserted, and consequently may fall prey to a kind of circular reasoning which undermines the theory.
c) In its concern exclusively to track down within a text the aporia or internal contradiction that undermines its claims to coherence, deconstruction challenges the status of the external world as a source of meaning in texts (see 6) above). In doing so, it can be argued that deconstruction denies the historical ‘fact’ that although a discourse may not in itself have coherent meaning, it was certainly interpreted to have specific and consequential meanings at the particular time it was uttered or written.
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