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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 Allan Poe’s short story, ‘The Black Cat’.

In my presentation, I will answer question 1, which concerns the psycho-biographical approaches to literature. I will explain its key assumptions, such as the classical and structural psychoanalytic approaches. From there, I will examine their justifications to assess their critical literary value. 	Comment by Peter Mitchell: The introduction is perhaps too short; it seems to do little more than repeat the question.
In the Handbook of Psychobiography, edited by William Tod Schultz, he describes the aim of psychobiography as “the understanding of persons,” that is, offering a psychological profile or analysis of an individual's psychological drive.[footnoteRef:1] When applied to literature, a psycho-biographical approach often analyses literature to gain access to a subject's inner world and to understand the “unconscious ideas and energies” of either the author or the linguistic structures in texts.[footnoteRef:2] 	Comment by Peter Mitchell: But is it psychobiography if it is an analysis of linguistic structures rather than of the mind of the author? [1:  William Todd Schultz, ‘Introducing Psychobiography’ in Handbook of Psychobiography, ed. by William Todd Schultz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 3. ]  [2:  William Todd Schultz, ‘Nothing Alive Can Be Calculated: The Psychological Study of Artists’ in Handbook of Psychobiography, ed. by William Todd Schultz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 136. ] 

In her book, Psychoanalytic Criticism, Elizabeth Wright talks about how Sigmund Freud regards the theory of classical psychoanalysis as “providing a scientific basis for a theory of the unconscious, by which he relates it directly to the needs of the body,” that it offers various explanations of how the unconscious works and its role within the arts.[footnoteRef:3]  Freud developed this approach from his theory of the Oedipus complex, which for him was “the nucleus of desire, repression and sexual identity” and the cause of neurotic illness.[footnoteRef:4] Many have taken this Freudian approach to literature to understand what psycho-biographical analysis can reveal about the author. The most prominent illustration of this, arguably, is Marie Bonaparte’s psychoanalytic criticisms of Edgar Allan Poe in her book The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe,[footnoteRef:5] especially her chapter concerning Poe’s short story ‘The Black Cat.’[footnoteRef:6] In her work, she argues that Poe was a sadist-necrophiliac based on her interpretation that the black cat “is a totem of Poe’s mother,” as the cat is the “universal symbol for the female genital organ.”[footnoteRef:7] Therefore, she argues that the cat is a manifestation of Poe’s unconscious repression of his own Oedipal complex and castration anxiety. For example, Bonaparte argues that the Poe’s description of the cat’s “frightful appearance”[footnoteRef:8] of the empty eye socket was linked to the unconscious association of a wound left by a severed penis and is also symbolic of castration “for which he hates the mother.”[footnoteRef:9]  [3:  Elizabeth Wright, Psychoanalytic Criticism: Theory in Practice (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 9.]  [4:  Wright, Psychoanalytic Criticism: Theory in Practice, p. 15.]  [5:  Marie Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-analytic Interpretation (London: Imago, 1949), pp. 458-85.]  [6:  Edgar Allan Poe, ‘The Black Cat’ in The Fall of the House of Usher and Other Writings, with an Introduction and Notes by David Galloway (London: Penguin Books, 1986), pp. 271-280.]  [7:  Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-analytic Interpretation, pp. 465-466.]  [8:  Poe, ‘The Black Cat’ in The Fall of the House of Usher and Other Writings, p. 273.]  [9:  Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-analytic Interpretation, p. 468.] 

However, critics such as Wright argue that there are limitations to this form of analysis, as these critics may unconsciously be reflecting their unconscious repressions onto the author they’re analysing, that “her [Bonaparte’s] unconscious too is involved.”[footnoteRef:10] Hence, it can be challenging to determine whether the critic's own unconscious has contaminated this form of psycho-biographical interpretation. Although this may not necessarily mean that Bonaparte was wrong, as she does correctly point out that Poe does, in fact, use similar images of representation throughout much of his other works. The repetition compulsion that Poe seems to exhibit in his works may offer evidence to support Bonaparte’s interpretation, as she “analyses repetition as the instance of identity.”[footnoteRef:11] On the other hand, another possible explanation for this repetition complex that may further disprove Bonaparte’s psychoanalysis is Felman’s explanation of Lacan’s interpretation that Poe’s repetition was necessary not due to its sameness, as Bonaparte advocates, but because of its differences, that is, it was “symbolic of displacement of signifier through that insistence of a signifying chain.”[footnoteRef:12] Lacan believed that an understanding of the author’s unconscious in Poe’s case was how the cat signified a different meaning, emotion or repression based on its existence in other contexts.	Comment by Peter Mitchell: This is a good attempt to offer alternative psychoanalytic interpretations of the same evidence, showing that the insistence on the ‘true’ interpretation is misplaced. [10:  Wright, Psychoanalytic Criticism: Theory in Practice, p. 44.]  [11:  Shoshana Felman, ‘On Reading Poetry’ in Psychiatry and the Humanities, Volume 4: The Literary Freud: Mechanism of Defence and Poetic Will, ed. by Joseph H. Smith (London: Yale University Press, 1980), p. 140.]  [12:  Felman, ‘On Reading Poetry’ in Psychiatry and the Humanities, Volume 4: The Literary Freud: Mechanism of Defence and Poetic Will, p. 139.] 

An alternative approach to the classical psychoanalysis of Bonaparte is structural psychoanalysis, which analyses the linguistic structures of desire in the texts to gain a psycho-biographical understanding of the conscious/unconscious motivations or behaviours of the author/narrator. Mary Klages describes a structural analysis of literature as a “structural examination of language itself,” as it works to uncover the structures that underlie the things that humans do, think, perceive and feel through language.[footnoteRef:13] In other words, it is an approach that linguistic theorists, such as Ferdinand de Saussure, use to examine “fundamental principles of language” and analyse the chain sequence that the linguistics of the signifier and signified form, which are themselves influenced by culture, society and the individual.[footnoteRef:14] This literary critical theory has been applied to psychoanalysis by theorists such as Jacques Lacan to develop a different approach to psycho-biographical analysis of literature. One such example is Lacan’s development of the “Mirror Stage” theory, which he developed from Freud’s theory of the unconscious processors that “are subject to seeking pleasure and avoidance of pain,” and Freud's theory of narcissism, which is the destructive and suicidal force of the ego.[footnoteRef:15] Lacan’s Mirror Stage is forms around the idea that the ego was developed when an “infant begins to recognise his image in the mirror”, but becomes “alienated” from his ideal image of himself through the realisation that this unified and total wholeness cannot be touched, which often occurs during the same time the child becomes removed from his mother’s gaze.[footnoteRef:16] Lacan believes that through language, the subject tries to grasp a feeling of permanence and stability that the ideal image represents.[footnoteRef:17] We can see Lacan’s approach being applied to the poetry of W. B. Yeats, specifically the poem titled ‘A Woman Homer Sung’, where, using structural psychoanalysis, we can examine how the poet uses language to preserve this ideal image of his unrequited love. For example, when Yeats’ writes: “in a glass/ What thing her body was,” the signifier “glass” has been used to symbolise the signified representation of the romantic Other, whose wholeness has been perfected in the art of the poem itself, which is described as a mirror that preserves this ideal and perfected image.[footnoteRef:18] This gives us a psychoanalytical insight into the narrator's psyche, as this obsession to preserve the Other may demonstrate an unconscious or conscious attempt for the author to protect his self-identity since the ego is “formed in the identity of the Other.”[footnoteRef:19]	Comment by Peter Mitchell: Structural psychoanalysis is not always concerned with the author’s psyche or even that of the narrator.	Comment by Peter Mitchell: New paragraph? [13:  Mary Klages, Literary Theory: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), p. 31.]  [14:  Klages, Literary Theory: A Guide for the Perplexed, p. 35.]  [15:  Bice Benvenuto and Roger Kennedy, The Works of Jacques Lacan: An Introduction (London: Free Association Books, 1986), p. 48.]  [16:  Benvenuto and Kennedy, The Works of Jacques Lacan: An Introduction, p. 52.]  [17:  Benvenuto and Kennedy, The Works of Jacques Lacan: An Introduction, p. 62.]  [18:  W. B. Yeats, ‘A Woman Homer Sung’ in The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats, with an Introduction by Cedric Watts (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth, 2008), p. 72.]  [19:  William Kerrigan, ‘Ego in the English Renaissance’ in Psychiatry and the Humanities, Volume 4 The Literary Freud: Mechanism of Defence and Poetic Will, ed. by Joseph H. Smith (London: Yale University Press, 1980), p. 283.] 

However, an issue with this psycho-biographical approach is that there is a risk that there may be no meaning or a different meaning behind the signifier, as language is not fixed. Our psychoanalysis of the author/narrator's ego may be misinterpreted as the signified meaning could differ for various individuals or cultures. On the other hand, critics such as Juliet MacCannell, point out that “[f]or Lacan, all uses of the word are metaphoric,” that language works on behalf of the culture rather than meaning and moves the word to something beyond its literal meaning.[footnoteRef:20] Thus, it may be possible to understand the metaphorical meaning based on the words’ cultural relevance, such as understanding that the word “glass” signified a mirror rather than a window during Yeats' time. Another example could be demonstrated through the Lacanian approach to Poe’s ‘The Black Cat,’ where the cat may help us understand the development of the narrator’s ego. As language can “open negotiations with the Other,” the cat may reflect a metaphor for the stage of self-identification where the cat is a representation of the narrator's “self” or an “ideal I.”[footnoteRef:21] Furthermore, since the development of Lacan's ego theory is also based on Freud’s idea of narcissism, it is unsurprising that as the narrator's relationship with the cat progresses it inevitably leads to violence, which is a projection of the narrator's inner conflict as the ego breaks down, that Poe describes as “firmly resolved to put it to death.”[footnoteRef:22] [20:  Juliet Flower MacCannell, Figuring Lacan: Critical and the Cultural Unconscious (London: Croom Helm, 1986), p. 93.]  [21:  Kerrigan, ‘Ego in the English Renaissance’ in Psychiatry and the Humanities, p. 283.]  [22:  Poe, ‘The Black Cat’ in The Fall of the House of Usher and Other Writings, p. 279.] 

The limitations and criticisms of these psycho-biographical approaches have brought me to the conclusion that, despite their shortcomings, they are all arguably justified and valuable. One of Freud’s primary teachings concerning psycho-biographical analysis, as described by Shoshana Felman, is that a critic's power is “to return upon themselves and to unseat the critic from any condescending, guaranteed authoritative stance of truth.”[footnoteRef:23] Thus, interpretations mustn't be regarded as truth, but rather as perspective insights, trying to gain an understanding of the literature that goes beyond the words written on the page. From this, I would argue that these forms of literary criticism are justified in their own right as an interpretation, regardless of their limitations or whether others agree with them. There is arguably no interpretation or literary critical theory that does not have its limitations, but that does not necessarily mean that they are not of value to psycho-biographical analysis, as having a variety of readings can allow the development of new or more developed insights, which will help expand this approach to literature and potentially bring new understandings of the unconscious mind. [23:  Shoshana Felman, ‘On Reading Poetry’ in Psychiatry and the Humanities, Volume 4 The Literary Freud: Mechanism of Defence and Poetic Will, ed. by Joseph H. Smith (London: Yale University Press, 1980), p.  129.] 
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This presentation text draws together a breadth of relevant reading and attempts to make a quite sophisticated argument about the nature of literary criticism and language. It does not dismiss psychoanalytical interpretation but appreciates its development from classical psychobiographical criticism to structural psychoanalysis. There appears to be a little confusion about what structural psychoanalysts do with literature – they do not generally try to demonstrate how the text reveals the author’s unconscious – but the presentation does not shy away from complex ideas and theories.
When you gave your oral presentation in class, you began apparently nervously and your style of delivery was a little affected. Occasionally you tripped over your words.
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