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Psychoanalytic criticism

Introduction

Psychoanalytic criticism 1s a form of literary criticism which uses
some of the techniques of psychoanalysis in the inlerpretation of
literature. Psychoanalysis itself is a form of therapy which aims to
cure mental disorders ‘by investigating the interaction of con-
scaous and unconscious clements in the mind’ {as the Concise
Oxford Dierionary puts it). The classic method of downg this s to
get the patient to talk freely, in such a way that the repressed fears
and conflicts which are causing the problems are brought into the
conscious mind and openly faced, rather than remaining ‘buried’
in the unconscious. This practice is based upon specific theories
of how the mind, the instuncts, and sexuality woark. These
theories were developed by the Austran, Sigmund Freud
(1856-1939). There is a growing consensus today that the thers-
peutic value of the method is limited, and that Freud’s life-work
15 seriously flawed by methodological wrregulariies. Al the same,
Freud remains a major cultural force, and his impact on how we
think about ourselves has been incalculable.

Freud's major ideas include thaose alicised in the pext three
paragraphs. All of Freud’s work depends upon the notion of the
unconscions, which is the part of the mingd beyond consciousness
which nevertheless has a strong influence upon our actions, Freud

was not the discoverer of the unconscious: his uniqueness lies in
his attributing to it such a decisive role in our lives, Linked with

this is the idea of repression, which is the ‘forgetting’ or ignoring




wmnnlﬂlc criticism "
of unresoived conflicts, unadmitted desires, or traumatic past
events, so that they are forced out of conscisus awarencss nn.d into
the realm of the unconscious. A similar process is that of subli-
maten, whereby the repressed material is ‘promoted’ intru sumes
thing grander or is disguised as something ‘noble’. For instance,
sexual urges may be given sublimated expression in the form of
iatense religious expericnces or longings. Later in his carcer
Freud suggested a three-part, rather than a two-part, model of the
psyche, dividing it into the ego, the super-ego, and the s, these
three ‘levels’ of the personality roughly corresponding to, respec-
tively, the consciousness, the conscience, and the unconscious.
Many of Freud’s ideas concern aspecis of sexuality, fnfantile
sexmahity, for instance, is the noton that sexuality begins not at
puberty, with physical matunng, but in infancy, especially
through the infant’s relationship with the mother, Connected
with this 15 the Oedipus complex, wherchy, savs Freud, the male
infant conceives the desare 1o elimanate the father and become the
sexual partner of the mother. Many forms of inter-generational
conflict are seen by Freudians as having Qedipal overtones, such
as professional nivalries, often viewed in Freudian terms as repro-
ducing the compention between siblings for parental favour, (As
the very idea of the Oedipal complex would suggest, Freudian
theory is often deeply masculinist in bias.) Another key 1dea is
llm‘ of the libido, which is the energy drive associated with sexual
desire. In classic Frendian theory it has three stages of focus, the
oral, the anal, and the phallic. The libido in the individual is part
of 2 more generalised drive which the later Freud called Eros (the
M word for ‘love’) which roughly means the life nstinct, the
opposite of which 15 Thanates (the Greek word for ‘death’) which
roughly means the death instinet, a controversial notion, of
Several key terms concern what might be clled psychic
er Vs redirects the emaot ‘ 15
towards the psychoanalysr: thus, the anl::::nlir:llf rl:s o
felt towards s ﬁguﬂ-_- i ﬂ.m ) : entment
PN past might be reactivated, but
, gunst the analyst. Another such mechanism is projec-
hon, when aspects of ourselves (usually negative ones) are not




recognised as part of oursclves but are perceived in ar attributed
to another; our own desires ot antagonisms, for mwtance, may be
‘disowned’ in this way. Both these might be seen ay defrnie mech.
ansms, that is, as psychic proceduces foe avolding paindul admis-
sions or recognitions. Another such is the sereen memnry, which ix
a tnivial or inconsequential memory whose functien is 1o obliter-
ate a mare sigoficant one. A well-koown example of these mech.
anisms is the Freudtan shp, which Freud himself called the
‘parapraxis’, whereby repressed marerial in the unconscious finds
an outlet through such everyday phenomena as slips of the
tongue. ships of the pen, or unintended actions.

A final example of important Freudian terminology 15 the
dream wert, the process by which real events or desires arc trans-
formed into dream images. These include: displacement, wherehy
on¢ person or event 15 represented by another which is in some
w2y linked or associated with it, perhaps because of a similar-
sounding word, or by some form of symbolic substirutron: and
condenmsation, whereby a number of people, events, or meanings
are combined and represented by a single image in the dream.
Thus, characters, motivation, and events are represented in
dreams in 4 very ‘litcrary’ way, involving the translation, by the
dream wark, of abstract ideas or feelings into concrete images.
Dreams, just like literature, do not usually make explicit srate-
ments. Both tend to communicate obliquely or indirectly, avoid-
ing direct or open s@atement, and representing meanings through
concrete embodiments of tme, place, or person.

How Freudian interpretation works

Frewdian interpreration is popularly thought to be a matter of
attnbuting sexusl connotations to objects, so that towers and lad-
ders, for instance, are seen as phallic symbols. This kind of thing
had become a joke even in Freud’s own lifeume, and we should
remember that he once said, ‘Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar’.
(Freud was 2 heavy cigar smoker, mind you, 50 he had a vested
interest in saying that.} In reality, Freudian interpretation is ufkr.-‘n
highly ingenious, rather than highly simplistic. For example, let's
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imagine how a dréam featuring @ Roman soldier might be inrer-
ed. Freud believes that a dream is an escape-hatch or safety-
valve through which repressed desires, fears, or memoties seek an
outlet into the conscious mind. The emotion in question i cen-
sared by the canscious mind and so has 1o enter the dream in dis-
guisc, like a person barred from a club who gets in by dressing
up as somebody else. The Roman soldier might be connected
with the real subject of the dream by a chain of associations. Let's
say that the dreamer is 2 young adulr still under the thumb of an
authoritarian father but wanting to break away from his influence,
and experience adult life to the full The Roman soldier might
represent the father by a process of asocianen. the father is asso-
ciared with ideas of strictness, authority, and power in the domes-
tc sphere; the Roman soldier is hinked to the same things in the
political sphere; 50 the one 1s subsuruted for the other. So the sol-
dier m the dream is 2 symbolic representation of the father.

But scveral meanings might be condensed tnto this symbol.
Suppose the dreamer is tempted to rebel against the father by
entering into a sexual haison of which the father would certainly
disspprove. The Roman soldier might also represent this person,
the envisaged lover; perhaps the cliched phrase *Latin lover®
might have prompted this. Thus, both the feared father and the
desired lover are condensed into the single dream figure of the
Roman saldier.

The purpase of devices like displacement and condensation is
two-fald. Firstly, as we said, they disguise the repressed fears and
wishes contained in the dream so that they can get past the censor
which normally prevents their surfacing into the conscious mind.
Secondly, they fashion this material into something which can be
represented In 2 dream, that is, into images, symbols, and
metaphors. Material has to be rumed into this form for dreams,
since dreams don’t say things, they shom things. In this sense
especilly, as we have indicared, they arc very like literature.
Hence the interest of literary critics in Freudian methads of inter-
pretation.

This should raise questions in your mind about how we decide
when a Freudian interpretation is plausible and when not. T want
W take one more example, this time from 2 book by Freud called
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The F.ry;ﬁn
Patholg :
ane of Frﬂ'll[,[' TRy o &

+ Tepressed material iny the

Gnibcanc 1 e e oV S and b

; rorgetung of a word from 4 quotation. It is
worth sI:'-mde a littie time on, since it typifies the quality of
complexity and mgenuity which [ have suggested is common in
Fw wterpretation. Freud explains that white on holiday
with his _&mﬂF he met an academic voung man who, like Freud,
s Jewish and they discussed the anu-scmitism which might
h]]fl.di.'.:l" therr careers. The young man voiced strong feelings on
this matter, expressing the wish that such wrongs might be pur
right by a futurc generation. He made this point with a quotanon
from the Laon poer Virgll, using words spaken by Dida, Queen
of Casthage, when che 1s abandoned by Acness. Her words arc
*Exprigre afiquss nostris ex otnbus wlter’, meaming 'May someone
arise from our bones as an avenger', but in quoung the line in
{atin the young man accidently lcaves out the word ‘ahquss’
(wlrich mcans ‘somebody’). Freud corrects the guurtion, and the
yousg man (who has read Froud's books) challenges him o
explain the significance of this smple act of forgeiting F"f““f
— the challenge, and asks the youny m.:ml te sy _*c-;ndldl_t
and uncritically whatever comes intw your mind if you direct your _-
attention to the forgatten word without any definite aim’ This f
produces the followisg sequence of aasociarions
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Firsely, similar-sounding words like relics, hgurefying, Jlapinty,

and flad.
S'.-Lu'af}', St Simon of Trent, whose relies he saw some years

lpMcr. an articdle i an ltalion pewspaper called ‘What 51

ugustine says about women'

! Feurihly, St Januarius, whose blood is kept in 2 phial in a
church at Naples and on a parnicular holy day u miraculously
liquefies. He says ‘the people ger very agitated o i1 15 delayed”.

Freud points out that two of these saints (Jaraarius and Augus-
gmme} have names which link them closely with the calendar, and
be has already worked ou¢ why the young man forgot the word
aligus’. The young man has been uncasy ohour a certain cvent,
and if he had std the word ‘aliquis’ that would have reminded
him again of this anxiety: so the unconscious protects him by
deleting the word from his conscious memory, Perbaps vou can
already work out what the event is which the young man 15 wor-
ned zbout. He breaks off and says in some embarrassment “'ve
suddenly thought of a young lady from whom 1 might easily hear
a piece of news that would be very awkward for both: of us’. He
hesitates, and Freud asks *Thar her peniods have stopped?’ The
younrg man is astonished, and Freud expilains how he krew:
“Think of the calendar saints, the blood that starts (o flow on g
particular day, the disturbance when the event fails to ke place’

STOP and THINK

Ir its elaborateness, and its use of what Jiterary critics would
call ‘symbolizsm’, this example s fairly typical of aspects of
psychoanalytic interpretation. How cenvincing do you find it?

Try 10 pin-paint your own reaction in a specific way. What
I your judgement based upon? Do you distrust the sxample
because of its elaborateness? {f am assuming some degree
of distrust, since that Js what | have encountered whengaver !
have used It) Should there be a limit to the number of
osociative steps  allowable between the silp and its
interpretation? Without some such limit, could not the chain
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of associations be made to strotch to almost any Interpretative
destination? Or Is it the nature of the steps, rather than thei,
number, which makes the example finally unconvincing? 1f 4,
what Is it about them which has this effect?

Nots that the example seems to require the unconsdous to
anticipate the flow of conscious thought, to ser that any word
suggesting liquid will act as a reminder of the feared
pregnancy, and then to eliminate the Latin word 'aliquis’, pre-
emprively, fram the consgious mind,

My own feeling about it is that there is an attractive
cormplexity about this example, far removed from the
banalities of interpretations which are popularly called
‘Freudian’. The anxiety felt by the young man is shown to
suffuse the mind, in what seems to me a very plausible way,
rather than being locked away in some specific compariment;
hence, it is likely to surface anywhere at all. But perhaps this is
stmply to say that the elaborateness is what | like about this
axample.

Freudian interpretation, then, has always been of considerable
interest to literary catics. The basic reason, again, 1s that the
ungonscious, like the poem, or novel, or play, cannot speak
directly and explicitly but does so through images, symbols,
emblems, and metaphors. Literature, too, s not involved with
making dircct explicit statements about life, but with showing and
expressing experience through imagery, symbolism, mctaphor
and w0 on. However, because the ‘statements’ made are not
explicit there is an inevitable ‘judgemental’ element mvolved, and
i consequence psychoanalytic interperarions of lierature are
often comtroversial.

Freud and evidence

Distrust of Freud has been growing in recent years, partly as @
result of his mainly negative views on women, as seen in the
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potion that wamen’s sexuality is based upon leelings of narcis-
sism, masochism, and passivity, and the idea that they suffer from
a0 ONAte form of inferiority compley known ax peniy envy',
Recent work seems vo show that these views were maintained by
misreading, of even misrepresenting, the evidence presented i
hem by his patients; for instance by taking accounts of segnal
abase inv childhood as Tantasies rather than reality, Freud's wilful
misteading 15 seen in the case study usuaily known simply as
‘Dora’, but officially entitled *Fragment of an Analysis of 0 Case
of Hystera' (volume 8 in the Pelican Freud Library). Feminist
critics, and others, have read this case study as @ means of psy-
choemlysing Freud. For instance, a collection of essays on the
case appeared in 1983 under the dtle In Dora'’s Case: Freug Hys-
i, and Femimiom (ed. Charles Bernheimer and Claire Kahane,
Vuago, 1985). ‘Dora’ was brought t Frewd for treatment 1n the
naumn of the year 1900, by her father, as an cighteen-year-old
Her parenis had found a note threatening swicide, which was the
culmimation of 3 period of withdrawal and difficulty. Dora broke
off the treatment before it reached any conclusion, so Freud clls
the casc ' Fragment of an Analysis of a Casc of Hystera' The bulk
of the material is Freud’s analysis and mterpretation of two
dreams which she related to him in the course of the treatment,
and we'll coneentrase on one of these.

The family situation at the time the analysis took place is that
Dors’s wealthy parents were unhappy in their marnage, but they
had formed 2 close [riendship with another couple, Mr and Mrs
K- A sexval relationship developed berween Dora’s father and
Mrs K, which went on for several years. Mr K knew of this, and
all three sdults seemed to have an unspoken sgrecment that in
Sichasye, as it were, Dora should be made available o Mr K. My
K made approaches to her an two occasions, the first in his office,
when ahe was fourteen; in o state of obvious excitement he Fud-
denly wok hold of ber and began to kiss her. She reacted with a
Violent feeling of disgust and ran out. Freud considered this reac-
Som nieurotic: in his view ‘this was surely just the situation to cal
. Up s distinct fetling of sexual excitement in a gt ol Toucen,

- $tuce Mir K, a5 he explains in 2 footnote, was ‘still quite young
- =d of prepassessing appearance’ (p. 60).
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104 B.ﬂiﬁn'ng thmw
The second oceasion happened when
and Mr K were walking together
audacity 10 make a suggestion ta her' She slapped his fyce and
burried away. Freud is puzzled by the 'brutal form' of her refusal,
and agwin sees her reaction as neuratic, When IDurg
father about what had happened he asked Mr K for an
uon, but Mr K denied that the incident had ever laken pl
father belicved him rather than Dorg. Given these circy
Freud's view of the situation seems remarkably perv

Dora wag sixteen, She
beside g lake, and he 'hag the

explana-
ace, Her
mstances,
erse. The

a4 recurrent one, which first happened when they were staying in
a house by the lake where Mr K made his indecent proposal:

woke me up. | dressed quickly Mother wanted to stop and save
her jewel-case, but father said *] refuse 1o let myself and my rwa
children be burnt for the sake of your jewel-case’. We hurried
downstairs, and as soon as ] was outside [ woke up.

(The Pehcan Freud Labrary, val. 8, p. 99)

Freud comments, firstly, that the immediate trigger of the dream
18 that when they arrived at this small wooden house her {ather
said he was afraid of what would happen if there was a fire there.
Secondly, in the afternoon Dora had woken up from an afternoon
nap on the sofa to find Mr K sunding over her. In the dream the
father and Mr K are transposed. Thirdly, some years before she
had heard her mother and father having a serious argument about
iewels. Fourthly, Freud points our that the German word ‘jewel-
case’ 15 a slang term for the female genitals. According o Freud,
therefare, the dream expresses Dora’s repressed wish to give Mr
K what he wants (that is, her jewel-case): the fire represents her
uown repreased passion. The figure of Mr K is transposced with
(hat of the father to express the wish that her former Oedipal love
for ber father will protect her from the temptation to yield 1o Mr
K's advances. Freud sees in Dora’s resentment of the relarionship
berween her futher and Mrs K a residual trace of this Oedipus
complex, 2 feeling that Mrs K is her successful rival for he
(ather’s love. Against the combined male forces of her father, Mr
K, and Freud it would seem that Dora has little chance, and the
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whole cave study certainly shows Freud and psychoanalysis at
their weakest. (Psychoanalysis in relation to feminism is furher
discussedd in Chapler 6 on feminism.)

What Freudian psychoanalytic critics do

L

They pive central imporcance, in literary interpretation, to the
disynetion betweens the conscious and the unconscions mind,
They associate the literary work’s ‘overt’ conrent with the
former, and the ‘covert’ comtent with the latter, privileging
the latter as being what the work is ‘really’ abour, and aiming
to disentangle the rwo.

Hence, 1hey pav clase attention 10 unconscious motives and
feelings, whether these be (a) those of the author, ar (b} those
of the characters depicted in the work,

They demonstrate the presence in the biterary work of classic
psycthoamalytic symptoms, conditions, or phases, such as the
oral, 2nal, and phallic stages of emotional and sexyal develop-
ment in miants.

They make large-scale applications of psychoznalyuc concepis
w literary history in general, for example, Harold Bloom's
book The Anxiery of fryfluence (1973) sees the struggle for
tdentity by each generation of pocts, under the ‘threat” of the
greatness of ity predecessors, as an enactment of the Qedipus
complex.

They idennify a *psychic’ context for the literary work, at the
expensc of social or historical context, privileging the indi-
vidua] “psycho-drama’ above the ‘social dramz’ of class con-
flict. The conflict between generations or sibhings, or between
cumpeting desires within the same individuzl looms much
larger than conflict between social classes, for instance.

Freudian psychoanalytic criticism: examples

What kind of literary problem can Freudian psychoznalytic the-
aries help with? Let's starr with Shakespeare's Hamlel, an exam-
ple which is 5o well-known that it has become o cliché The
relevant items int the above list of what I° reudian critics Jo are;
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). the distinction between conscious and unconscious, 2. g
covering the uncenscious morives of characters, and 3. se¢ing in
the literary work an embodiment of classic psychoanalytiv congi-
tions. In the play Hamlet's father is murdered by his own brother,
Hamlet’s uncle, who then marries Hamlet's mother, The ghost
of Hamlet's father appears to Hamlet and tells him to avenge the
murder by killing his uncle. There 15 no obvieus difficulry abour
doing this, but Hamlect spends most of the play delaying and
making excuses. Why? He is not particularly squeamish, as he
kills other people in the course of the play. Also, what the ghost
reveals merely confirms suspicons Hamlet had independently
formed himself, and he gathers other external evidence that the
ghost is telling him the truth. So why the delay? Critics have long
debated the question without coming to any generally accepted
conclusions. Psychoanalytic crniuncaism offers a near and simple
solution: Hamlet cannot avenge this crime because he is guilty of
wanting to commut the same crime himself. He has an Oedipus
complex, that is, a repressed sexual desire for his own mother,
and a consequeni wish to do away with his father. Thus, the
uncle has merely done what Hamlet himself secretly wished 1o do.
hence the difficulty for him of being the avenger. This view of
the play was fist sketched out by Freud in The Interpreration of
Dreams (1900). As Freud summarises the matter, Hamlet is
unable to

take vengeance on the man who did away with hus father and took
that father’s place with his mother, the man who shows humn the
repressed wishes of his own childhood realized. Thus the loathing
which should drive him on to revenge is replaced in him by self-
reprosches, by scruples of conscience, which remind him that be
himself is literally no betrer than the sinner he is to punish.
(Penguin Freud Library, vol. 4, p. J67)

As evidence for this view of the play, the psychoanalytic critic
points to the bedroem scene in which Hamlet shows an infense
and unusual awareness of his mother's sexuality. Freud links the
situation of Hamlet in the play to that of Shakespeare himself (*[x
can, of course, only be the poer’s own mind which confronts us
in Mamler'.) He cites the view that it was written immediately



after the dewth of Shakespeare’s own futher in 1601 Cwhite his
childhood feelings abuut his father had bees (reahly revived') and
be adds, ‘Jois known, tou, that Shakespeire's own son who djed
at an carfy age bore the mamie of “Hamnet”, which is identical
with “Hamlet™ {p. 368). All the same, it is Hamdet the charecter
in whom the Oedlipal conflict is detecred, not Shakespeare the
guthor. Here, then, is 1 famous problem in Lrerature, to which
psychaanalysss can offer the basis of g solution. The sketch for an
inrerpretation of the play put forward by Freud was later devel-
oped by tus Brinsh colleague Emest Jones in Hamlyr and Oedrpus
(1949). There 15 a famous sustained literary pastiche of this DSy~
chounadytical-autobiographical view of Hamdet in James joyee's
Litysses (1922).

Another example of s puzzling play with which 1he psvehaan-
alyoe critic can offer help is Harold Pinter’s The Homecommyg.
This cample Mustrates the third iem in the list of what pEy-
choamalytic eritics do, the classic Freudian condinon embodied in
the play being thar of the mother fixation The Hemecaming cen-
tres onr an Eas End of London all-male houschold consisting of
@ antocratic father 204 rwo grown-up sons. The mother has been
dead for some vears but her memory s worshipped by the wid-
ower and her sons, There is 4 third son whe has exgrated 1o
Americas where he is 2 colfege professor He comes back 4N 4 visif
to his faraily, bringing his wife (this being the literal homecorn-
ing of the title). During the visit the sons and the father bave the
idea of setting their brother's wife up s a prosutute ip a Scho
flat, and living off the proceeds. Their brotber agrees o this, and
the wife accepss it calmly when it & put to her, having first
fatracied the best possible financial terms, and made it clear that
ahe will be in many ways the bess of this new househald Her
hushand goes back 10 America withovt her, and to their three
children (sl boys). Thesc events scem so bizarre 1hat the play is
often petformed as o kind of surreal farce.

But, aguin, the peychoanalyuc critc is able (v offer an expla-
nekion which makes some sense of thom, In her acticle ‘Pinter’s
Fresdiag, Homecoming' (Ewass in Crticerm, July 199}, P
185-207) M. W. Rawe suggests that the underlying explanation
#  be found in Freud's essay, "The mast prevaleat form of
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degradation in erotic life". The afi-male family shown in the pla
. e Y
suffers from a classic condition known as 1 masher fixatipn -
which there s an exaggeraved ceverence for the mather S:u.:h
people are stiracted only to women who resemble the mether, b
because of this the shadow of the incest tboo makes the EXpPres-
sion of sexual feelings rowards them difficult or impossible.
Hence, their only way out 1s to scek sexual relationships with
women who do not resemble the mother, and whom they there-
fore despise. S0 i order 10 generare sexual exciternent such men
have 10 degrade the love abpect, since if they are not sd degraded
they will resemble the mather, and hence, in the man's mand, not
be availsble as 3 sexval partner. Thus, women are polarised inw
idealised noaternal figures on the one hand and prostitute figures
on the other. The exaggerated reverence for the mother 13 usu-
ally much diduted by sdolescence, but if the mother his died
befare the child reached adolescence, as in the household shown
in the play, then 3 damaging, idealised image of her cap bve on,
and eclipse thas of all possible sexual partners Hence, when the
brothers proposc the prostitute plan the husband accepts this
because that s how he himselfl has thought about or fantasised
about his wife in order 10 make a sexual relationship with her pos-
sible, Again, thep, the action which we sce presented in the play
turns ont to be an enacting of the suppressed desires of one of the

central characters

Lacan

Jacques Lacan (1901-1981) was a4 French psychoanalys: whose
work has had an extraordinary influence upon many aspecis ol
recent literary theory. Lacan began his career by taking 2 medical
degree and then training in psychaatry in the 1920s. !n}hc Iﬂljﬂs
he worked on paranom, publshing his thesis an his patient
Aimée. His famoeus theory of the ‘mirrar stoge’ {ﬂphim:_I !ltﬂﬂ
was first presented at a conference in 1936. Subsequeatly his 1_d‘n\t
were influenced by figures who succesavely dnmimml_l"msun
intellectual life, such as the anthropalogist Claude Lévi-Strauss
(1908-), and the Jinguists Ferdinand de Saussure {1857-1913)
and Roiman Jakobson (1896-1952). Only in the 19508 ik Lacan
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: the arthodoxies of his subject ficld. in 1955 at
%ﬂhﬁ“mm he called for a new 'Dack-to-basics’
;‘m;i-nm But he meant, not a new atlempt 1o understand the
‘CoASTIOTS P.,-_fgumjjt:.-‘ (the ‘ego’) and interpret irs h:hwinulr in
the light of an understanding of the workings of the unconscIous
(which many would take to be the whote paint of Freudiansm),
bat rather 4 new emphasis on the the unconscious itsclf, as ‘the
sncleus of our being’. Tn 1959 these unorthodex views resulted in
hig espulsion from the International Psychoanalytic Assocuation (a
kind of World Congress of Freudian analysts) and in 1964 in Panis
he set up his own breakaway Ecole Freudienne and published a
section of his training sessions under the ttle Ecrts. By this time
he himself was one of the most promunent Pansian mtellectuals.

Lacan's reputation, then, rests on the published ‘semnars’, the
Ems. A French seminar is not a group discussion but a2 kind of
extended lecture for graduate-level students. The intense atmos-
phere of these occasions 1s suggested 1n an eyewnness account of
Lacan's seminars in the 1950s-

He speaks mn 2 wavening, syncopated ar thundering voice, spiced
with sighs and hesiations. He notes down in advance what he is
og 1o sy, then, before the public, he improvises fike an actor
ﬁ'fm the Royal Shakespeare Company . . he fascinates bus audience
ik hus impressive fanguage .. Lacan does not analyse, he associ-
:fuLmduunm]mw:,h: produces resonanees, At each ses-
s of this collective restment, the pupits have the mmpression thai
the master speaks about them and for them in a coded message
sccretly desuned for each one.
1Quoted by Jobn Lechte in Julia Krinteva Rouwtledge, 1990,
pp. 36-7)

Note here the emphasis on showmanship, on improvisation, on
by-passing the formally strucrured preseniztion of ideas usual n
and on ﬂ'll transmission of information in a coded form

% part of an initiation process. Lacan says, in the pieve discussed
- m;jlhu the only teaching worthy of the name is teaching you
¥ come o terms with in its own terms. | emphasisc all this

¥ prepare you for the initial strangencss of Lacan's writing, all of
was based on the semi-improvised meditations which vccu-
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pied the two to three hours of thes

¢ weekly occasions.
The vast outpur of Lacan has not all been of eipval interesy 4

terary eritics, The major interest hes bicen in the I"u!lnwing:

. The essay *The insistence of the lever in the UnConsciyy’,
vepnnred in Dayid Lodge, ed, Modern Crittcism and Theary
(Longman, 1988), pp. 79-106.

2. The seminar on Edgas Allan Poe's
Letter’, reprinted in The Purloined P
Psychoanalynic Reading, od. John
Richardson (Johns Hoplins U
28-54, with extensive editoria)

3. The seminar on Hamlet, ‘Desire and the Imerpretation of
desire in Hamler', veprinted in Lirerature and Psychoanalyss.
the Question of Reading: Othermpyge Shoshana Felman, ed.
{Johas Hopkins University Press, 1982), pp. 11-52.

story *The Purloined
oe> Lacan, Dervida, and
P. Muller and William J.
mversity Press, 1988), pp.
commentary and annotations.

Laan's own exphcation of his ideas is often intmmidatngly
obscure, [ would suggest that i reading him you should devote
same study hime to reading the same prece several (imes, rather

than reading through 3 Ereat deal of his work once only. In grap-

pling with Lacan I have found the {allowing particularly helpful:

l. David Lodge’s pre-summary of the argument of Lacan’s “The
insistence of the leter in the uncomscious’, pp. 79-80 in

Modern Criticicm and Theary,

John Lechte’s aceount of Lacen’s thinking, chapter two “The

effecr of the unconscipus’ in his book Julia Kristeva, pp.

13-64. 1 have also drawn upon this for the biographical details
given above,

3. A suramary by Torj| Moi, pp. 99104 in Sexual/ Testuat Poi-
iics (Methuen, 1435),

Z

' » chapter five “The mirror SYage - 4@ Crit-
veal reflection’, Pp. 13

1-63 in Raymond Tallis’s Not Nauprure:
A Unitique of Posi-Saussuregn Liserary Theory (Macmillan,
1983),
The most im

- v wtudents ix “The
1oe of the lerter’, firg delivered in 1957 1o 4 lay’ sudience
of Fh’-";"ﬂph? sudents, rather than o trainee psychiarrists, bur



peychoanalytic criticlsm

using rnarerial {rom the professional seminars. In what fidlows |
srternpe o sumnuary of the argumen, Irving to show why ihese
ideas have been used sa intensively by literary crities,

Lacan begins the piece by paying allegiance o (he inteflectual
dommance of Language studies: he usks (rhetorically) *how could
that his realm of truth js in
fact the word® Language, then, is central, and this is 80 beciuse
W ivestigating the unconsvious the analyst is always borh using
std examining language - in effect, Frevdian pychiatry s
entirely a verbal science. And the URCONSCious is not a chaotic
mass of disparate material, ag might formerly have been thought,
but un orderly nerwork, a5 complex as the structure of a language-
‘what the psychoanalytic experience discovers in the unconscious
1 the whole structure of language’,

So the unconscious, iy Lacan’s famous slogan, 15 structured
lke 2 language. But how is 3 language structured? Modern lan.
gagr studics, he goes on, begin with Saussare, who shows that
teaning in language is 1 marter of contrasts between words and
ather words, not berween words and things. Meaning, that is to

1m

identical Javatory doors, one headed ‘Ladics’ the other ‘Gentle-
men”. This purports to show that the same signifier may have duf-
ferent signifieds, so thar (Lodge, p. 86) ‘only the correlanons
between signifier and significr supply the standard for all reearch
into meaning’. Hence, ‘we are forced to accept the notion of an
InCessant sliding of the signified under the sigmifer’ {Lodge,
P- 87). That is. words and meanings have a fife of their own and
constantly overnde and obscure the supposed simpliciticy amd
clarity of externa) reality. If signifiers relate only to one another,
them language s detached from oxternal reality, and hecomes an
| dent realm, a crucial notion in post-structuralist chinking
(oee: Chaprer 3, pp. 64-5), o

But whar evidence is there that the unconscious is ‘linguistc
0 wtrueture a5 Lacan alleges? He argues thas the two ‘dream
wirk’ mechaniams identified by Freud, cawdowsation and displace
ment (Chapier 5, pp. 98-9) correspond (o the basic poles of lan-
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guage idensified by the linguist Roman Jakobson, that s, 1,
metaphor and meronymy, respectively. Vhe correspondence is fhag

1. Ln metonymy one thing represents another by meann of the
pant standling for the whole o twenty sall would mean
twenty ships 1n Frewdian deeam interpretation an clement in
& dream might stand for somethuing else by displacement: so, a
person might be represented by one of their atributes; for
warance, a lover who 1s lalian might be represented in a
dream by, let’s say, an Alfa Romeo car Lacan says this is the
sarae s metemymy, the pari standing for the whole

2. In condemsation several things nught be compressed into onc
symbol, just as a mesaphor like ‘the shap ploughed the waves’
condenses into a single item two different 1mages, the ship

cutting through the sea and the plough cutting through the
sail.

The use by the unconscirus of these linguistic means of sclf-
expression ™ part of lacan's evidence for the clam that the
uncenscions s structured like a language. He goes on to enpha-
sise the linguistic aspecr of Freud’s work: whenever the uncon-
scious s beng discussed the amount of lingustic analysis
increascs, since puns, ellusions, and other kinds of word play arc
often the mechanisms which make manifest the content of the
unconscious — think back te the *afiquis’ example, for instance.

The transition seciion of the essay moves ancntion again from
the conscious self, which has always been regarded ag the primary
self, 1o the uncanscious as ‘the kernel of our being’. In Western
philosophy the vonscions mind has tong been regarded as the
essence of selfhood. This view is encapsulated in the procksma-
tion by the philosopher Descartes, ‘[ think, therefore 1 am". Lain
lays down a dramatic challenge to this philosophical consensvs
(remember that he is addressing an audience of phitosophy wu-
dents) when e reverses this into *} am where 1 think not” {Lodge,
p- 97, that is, in the unconscious, where my trug selfbood Hed.
Lacan insists, then, that the Preudian discovery of the unson-
stious be followed through to its logical conclusion, which i ‘the

sells rutical ex-rentricity to el {Lofge, p. 11). Asd ho aks
‘who is this other w whom [ em more sitached than to myself,
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snce at the heart of my assent 1o Wy Own ilentity it in sl be
e me” (Lo, p. 102). Hence, the selis ‘decomstrucicdd
hawn 1o be mezely & linguistic effect, not an exsential entity. The
mconscrous, then, i the ‘ternel of our being', but the uncon-
scous i tke o language, and language exists a8 a siructure befure
ihe individual enters inta it Hence, the liberal humanist notion
of umique, individual seifhood is deconstructed. The argument,
then, 18 extremely ambitious and wide-ranging in its effecss. [n 2
few papes Lacan sceks to alter nothing less thin our deepest
potiorss of what we arc.
B.m why, in particular, i it of such inferest 1o literary critics?
] think the answer 10 this question is a consequence of the relent-
Eﬁmﬂfﬂtwpm forward in the essay. Thus, Lacan says
thar fhmmﬂ is the ‘kerne} of our being', but since the
AT E_hﬂsﬁﬁﬁt. and language is 4 system already com-
plere 2nd in existence before we enter into 1, then it follows that
e goucn of 3 uniqe, separae self s deconstructed. 1 ths s o
i of ‘ulﬂ:-}ﬂ" whichk rests in turn on the noupn of a
7 ET{IJ:: 1 becomes untenabie. So a major consequence
S Lacanian position would be to reject the con-
moonal view of characterisation in hierature. Since Lacan
decomstructs the idea of the sub)
- tect a5 a smble amalgam of con-
scousness, we can hardly sccept novelistic characte
but must hold them in : rs as people
(hem in abeyance, as it were, and sce them as
smemblages of signifiers clustenn d
1 wholly dify, g g round a proper name. Fence,
¥ WiHerent reading strategy 15 d d
Further, the view of o emanilerd
dement of inguage offered by Lacan sces 1t 0s fu
i View led 10 a recrion of livnary resfam. simee oo pti
novels the vaderlying a.tn:umn ¢ ol reslism, since in realist
feal world for us. Ylence Em‘l“ rha the e figures forth the
» ddopring the Lacanan outlook would

wvolre vajuing ;
UiNg instead lh:! modermnist of postmodernist experi-
uphhlmﬁmﬂ‘nﬁew: - allugive tex1, where, for instance, g nuvel
levices of the novel, aliudes (o othec novels, and

% o, s i
r:t'u:ajfrm&m the signifiere which make up a lan-
bwhh o e & m:nht another, snd mveract with one anoher,
ik & world. Fence, a wholly different sct of

is alen Jemanded.
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Lacan’s foregrounding of the uncansciows leads hign g0, MPecu-
Tare abowr the meChamism wherehy we emerge inie COMACIOURCR,
Before the sense ol sclf emerges the young child exisis in 5 realpy,
which Lacan calls the lmaginary, in which there is na distingtios
between self and (hher and there in 2 kind of idcal ised
wentificanon with the mother. Then, between nix munihs and
eighteen manths comes what he calls the ‘'mirror-stage’, when the
child sees its own reflection in the mirror and beging 1g Crmceive
of irself as a unified being, separate from the rest of the world At
thix stage the child enters 1010 the linguage system, esseotially o
svstem which 18 concerned with lack and separation - eryqal
Lacanin concepts - since linguege names what is nor preseni and
subsnitutes a linguistic sign fur it. Thas srage also marks the begin-
ning of socialisation, with its prohibitions and restraints, associ-
ated with the figure of the father. The new order which the child
now enters is called by Lacen the Symbobic. This distinengn
between the Imaginary end the Symbohic has been ysed cxien-
avely in literary studies, for instance, by French feminist critics
(see Chapter 6, pp. 129-30). In terms of the Literary poelarisation
betrween the realist and the anu-realist text, the Symbolic realm
would have to be geen as the one found in realist literature, 2
world of patriarchal order and logic. By contrast, the anti-realisy
text represents the realm of the Imaginary, 2 world in which lan-

guage gestures beyond iself, beyond logic and grammar, rather
ta the way that poctic linguage often does. Tndeed, the contrast
between the Imaginary and the Symbolic might be seen us anal-
Ogous to that between poetry and prose. In practice the two
realms, and the two kinds of language, musi always co-exist, and
the critical stanee which follaws from an acceptance of the Lacan-
un outlook will involve a preference for the kind of lnerary rext
in which therc are constant irruptions of the Imaginary into the
Symbolic, 15 in the kind of ‘metafiction’ or ‘magic rcalism' n
which the novel undercuts and queres i own realism. A fine
example of this kind of work would be thai of the Briush novel-
T B. S. Johnson whaose constany textus] inventivencss takes the
form, for instance, of moments when the charucters cross-—ques-
tion the suthor, taking issuc with his version of their matives, or
hix handling of the plis in which they figute. Henve, apparently



Lacanian nobons, such as the constructedies gny \ninia-
pility of the subject {the welf), or the subjecr 3a a Mnguisic CAif
arut, o language as a selbf-conmined uolverse of discourse can

be sen in action in the texture of the work wf ficton,

what Lacanian ¢ritics do

I Like Freudian critics they pay close attention (o WRCONECI LS
mucves and feelings, but instead of exarvating fur those of the
author or characters, they search ot those of the 1oxy nself,
ynwovening contradictory wndercurrenrs of meaning, which lie
like a subconscious beneath the ‘consciows’ of he text. This
is another way of defining the process of “‘deconstruction’

2. They demonstrate the presence w the biterary work of Lacan-
ian psychownalytic sympmms or phoses, such us the irrar-
stage or the sovercignty of the urconscioas,

3. They trear the literary fext in terms of 2 series of broader
Lacanian ortentations, towards such concepts as lack or desire,
far instance.

4. They see the lirerary text as an enactment or demonstration
of Lacanian views abowt language and the UMCONSCioUs, par-
veularly the endemic elusiveness of the signified, and the CEfi=
trality of the unconscious. In practice, this results 1n favourmg
the anti-realist text which challenges the canvennions of Yier-
ary representation.

Lacanian criticism: an exampla

To illustrate some of the concerns of a Lacanian approach to bi-

erarure we can now look briefly at Lacan’s well-known interpre-

wtion of Edgar Allan Poe's pioncering detective story “The

Purloined Letter’. (The tale is included in the Penguin Edgar
Allan Poe: Seclecied Wreitings, ed. David Galloway, and also
reprinted in The Parloimed Poe) Lacon analysed chis story in 2
serics of “serninars’, as part of the induction process for wainec
analysts. In the 1980s several pust-struciuralist cssays were writ-
1en in respanse 1o the publicition of these seminars, and much of
the material has usefufly been collected and republished in The
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' Theory s frainee «

Poe. Abo, Newton's Fheory sniw -

Pﬁrh:ihc ropic by the Lacanian psychoanatytic crifpe Shonhang

ifﬁ;;:m Since it is by 1acan himsels, rhis example ttrmunﬂmn.
-l'll r 3

fourth of the Lacandan oetical activitics Jisred abuve, T a0,y
;:jmg in it evidence of his awn views o language, and gn the

oeess of psyvchoanalysis, 1
PIF;[";"_; sml: has about it an archesypal aiv which bends felf weli
: 1% 1) wn~¢clepih character.

1w psychoanalvuc interpretation. There
isatron, the characiers being suggestive of chess Pleces which jee
wmhay of by,

moved about by the author in a ritualisnc
counter-blufl, and subterfuge. They are named the Queen, the
Ning, the Minister, the Chief of Police and Dupin_ the detectiye

What happens can be divided mio four phases;

. The Minister is in discussion with the Queen in her appart-
ments when the King onters unexpectedly. He notices tha
she 15 anmxious the King should not see 5 betrer which is on the
desk, but she can't conceal it as this wauld draw his atention
to 1. When the attention of both is distracted the Mimister
FEmoves i, substituting a lenrer from his own pocket which
bhas a similar appearance.

2. When she discovers the theft the Queen realises who s
respoasible, and when the Minisrer is away she gets the Chief
of Police and his men (o search his apartmenis, In spie of
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cesses it, brings about his own downfall. A note inside the (ake
reveals that this i Dupin’s revenge for heing duped by the
Minister in a love affair in earlier [life.

Lacan'’s account of the tale is lengthy, but of markedly differ-
cnt characrer from the conventional Freudian criticism of Poe,
which is best represented by the work of Freud's 1930s disciple
Marie Bonaparte (also extracted in The Purloined Poe). In Dona-
parte the tale is read, as are all Poe's works, as a symptom of the
suthor’s neuratic inner life. Thus, she reads beyond the text 1o
the author, identifying wn him 2 mother fixation and necrophilia
on the besis of the content of the tales. Lacan, by conurast, does
ot ralk abour the psychology of the individual author, bur sees
the text as a metaphor which throws light upon aspects of the
gncenscious, on the nature of psychoanalysis, and on aspects of
knguage. We can summarise these as follows:

1. Thr stolen lerter s an emblem of the unconscrous stself In the
story we fnd out nothing about the contenr of the letter: we
merely see it affecting the actions of every person in the tale.
Likewise, the content of the unconscious is, by definition,
unknowable, bur everything we do is affected by it: we can
guess at the nature of this content by observing irs effects, just
as we can deduce the general mature of the letter’s contents
from the anxiety it generates, IFreud's investigations resulied
in confident assertions ahout the precise nature of the content
of the unconscious, but Lacan 18 much more sceptcal about
the possibility of such certminties. Like the letter, the picces
which might make sensc of cur inner mental universe have
been purloined, and we have to learn to operate without them.
We have, rhat is, ra use the code without having the key.

. Dupin's investigation of the crime of the stolen lelier enacts the
process of piychoanalysis. The analyst in psychoanalysis uses
repetition and substifution: in getting the patient to verbalisc
painful repressed memorics, the original event is repeated in
verbal form, but the verbal account is then substituted in the
conscious mind for the repressed memory in the unconscaous
Once it is conscious and verbalised, the memory s disem-
powered and mental well-being is restored. Likcwise, Dupin’s
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invesngative process in the story contres un repetibion and
substitution: his theft of the letter from the Minisier is 3 req-
ctrion of the Minister's thefi of it from the Queen, and the
theft is achieved by substitunion, a false letter being used as a
replacement for the real one.

3. The letter wuth the anknown content is an embodisment af aspecty
of the mature of language. In language there is an endless play
of signifiers, but no simple connection with any signified con-
tent bevond language. The signified 15 always lost or pur-
loined. In the same way, we see the significance of the letter
threughout the story, but we never find out precusely what is
signified within it It 15 an example of signification itself, not
a sgn of some specific thing. Likewise, all words are pur-
loined letters: we can never apen them and view their content
unambiguously; we khave she signifiers, which are the verbal
envelopes of concepts, so to speak, but these envelopes cannot
be unsealed, so that the signifieds will always remam hidden,
just like the content of the purloined letter in Poe's tale.

Comparing the Freudian and Lacinuan examples discussed in
this chapter will make it immediately apparent that there is an
immense gulf between these two approaches, even though - para-
doxically - they both stem from the same origimal body of
Freudian theory.
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