HPEN6014-1-1704246-PHILLIPS

Q – How does the idea of the ‘unconscious’ of the literary work itself differ from or relate to the idea of the unconscious of its author? You should illustrate your answer with reference to Edgar Allan Poe’s short story ‘The Black Cat’.

Freud, in the book ‘General Psychological Theory’ defines unconsciousness by saying that ‘unconsciousness is being not apprehended by the conscious mind’. [footnoteRef:1] This suggests that an individual does not realise that they are thinking of a specific thought for a reason and conscious ideas sometimes slip through and come to one’s mind even if they believe that it is meaningless. An example of ‘unconscious thoughts’ is the Oedipus Theory by Freud. This is when an individual, at birth, is supposedly in love with the parent of the opposite sex and wants to kill the parent of the same sex.[footnoteRef:2] This is supposedly a thought that individuals have unconsciously and is grown out of due to fear of castration although some argue that it is always at the back of an individual’s mind throughout their lives. The female equivalent of ‘castration’ is ‘penis envy’ in the early stage where the female feels anxious due to not having a penis as she may believe that it was lost during castration. The female child then resents the mother for not providing her with a sufficient penis and is then in competition with the mother for the father’s attention. This is often found between the phallic and latency stages.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  S. Freud, General Psychological Theory (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1963) p. 116.]  [2:  S. Freud, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud: Five Lectures on Psychoanalysis, Leonardo Da Vinci and Other Works 11th volume (London: The Hogarth Press, 1910) p. 171.]  [3:  S. Freud, On Narcissism: An Introduction (Freiburg: White Press, 2014) p. 29. ] 


An example that relates to this is embedded in Bonaparte’s chapter on ‘The Black Cat’ when she states ‘it represents an immense mother-figure’[footnoteRef:4] when referring to the cat in the story. As critics, we should look at Marie Bonaparte’s work and make a judgement about whether her idea is valid. For example, referring to the cat as the mother is too problematic and may not be what Poe intended. [4:  M. Bonaparte, The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe: A Psycho-Analytic Interpretation (London: Imago, 1949) p. 472.] 


In Bonaparte’s chapter referring to ‘The Black Cat’, she focusses on Poe as the narrator and cannot seem to separate the fact that we do not know who the narrator is. It could be a completely separate being, but the text may have some of Poe’s unconscious thoughts throughout. The narrator may be based on Poe’s ideas and it could be a conscious piece of artistry by the author. As readers, we should question Marie Bonaparte’s ideas. Freud, who wrote the preface of Bonaparte’s book states that ‘some things cannot be explained’. This suggests that as a critic, Bonaparte is unable to state that an entire piece of work is based on a writer’s unconscious wishes. Shoshana Felman, when referring to Bonaparte, states that Bonaparte is naïve if she believes that there are only similarities between psychoanalysis and literature as there are also differences.[footnoteRef:5] Felman is not the only individual that states this as Elizabeth Wright states that Marie Bonaparte has submitted herself to psychoanalysis due to reading Poe’s text as she cannot differentiate between Poe, the potential narrator and Poe, the author.[footnoteRef:6] By trying to avoid being psychoanalysed ourselves, we read texts differently and may be unable to get all of the information that we want from certain literary texts. [5:  S. Felman, The Literary Freud: Mechanisms of Defence and the Poetic Will (London: Yale University Press, 1980) p. 130-131]  [6:  E. Wright, Psychoanalytic Criticism: Theory in Practice (London: Routledge, 1984) p. 23.] 


Marie Bonaparte, with ideas from Freud, believes that cutting out the cat’s eye could be a similar idea to castration as eyes are sometimes imagery for genitals in literary texts. If this was Poe’s unconscious, then he may have had this as an idea which may have bled in to the story without his realisation. In Neil Hertz’s essay, ‘Freud and the Sandman’, he states that ‘unconscious is an idea that comes from the text’.[footnoteRef:7] This statement suggests that we may find it difficult to separate the thoughts in our mind from the text that is written on the page. Although this is a general statement that Hertz relates to the literary text ‘The Sandman’, it can also relate to the question of whether the ‘unconscious’ of the literary text is similar or different to the author’s unconscious. The ‘unconscious’ is just an idea that is embedded within the text. For Bonaparte to make the assumption that Poe’s ‘unconscious’ thoughts are embedded in the text is absurd as she does not take any other ideas in to consideration and believes that it’s either one way or the other. Some may argue that we are being too harsh on Bonaparte as we, as individuals that want answers, try to put meanings to the words that we write. We can still criticise her assumptions as she attempted a ‘one size fits all’ bracket when deciphering Poe’s work but we may be being too harsh as she was the first person to do so. [7:  N. Hertz, Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism (London: Methuen, 1980) p. 299.] 


It is reasonable to make the criticism that the literary work must be an expression of the author’s psyche and unconscious but to go as far as to say that the entire piece of writing is due to this, it is a difficult and complex statement to make. It is also difficult to know the extent of conscious control the author may have over their writing if this is the case. Lacan believes that ‘there is no metalanguage, no critical theory, that is itself free of the Unconscious’.[footnoteRef:8] It suggests that the unconscious is structured in the same way as a language as it is created by the child and therefore has certain functions and effects. [8:  B. Benvenuto and R. Kennedy, The Works of Jacques Lacan: An Introduction (London: Free Association Books, 1986) p. 46.] 


To conclude, Poe’s unconscious mind could be directing the way that his text is written and the way that the story progresses. His unconscious thoughts could be affecting his conscious mind. Generally, there is not a conclusion that can be drawn from the question as in ‘The Black Cat’ we do not know if Poe’s unconscious mind plays a part in the way that the story was written. ‘The unconscious of the literary text’ is a term that I believe suggests the underlying thoughts that the author may have that could come out in the literary text, an idea that comes from the subconscious of the author. We can take all of the critics’ ideas in to consideration so that we, as critics, make our own judgements on the matter. Bonaparte’s ideas are not objective, and we need to ensure that we do not expose ourselves to psychoanalysis as she does in her own literary criticism. Unfortunately, it is difficult to be objective if all of our readings are subjective. 
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