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Abstract:

This paper explores the interrelation of fantasy, dream, and reality through the lens of Lacanian
psychoanalysis in literary studies. Jacques Lacan’s theories provide a nuanced understanding of
the symbolic, imaginary, and real orders, offering a structuralism approach to analyzing literary
texts. This research delves into how Lacanian psychoanalysis elucidates the role of fantasy as a
mediator between the unconscious and reality, and how dreams serve as representations of latent
desires. Through a close reading of literary works, this paper demonstrates how Lacanian
concepts, such as the mirror stage, the objet petit a, and the real, contribute to a deeper
comprehension of narrative structures and character psychology. This study affirms the
relevance of Lacanian psychoanalysis in deconstructing literary representations of human
subjectivity and the interplay between the conscious and unconscious mind.
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Introduction:

Literary criticism is the disciplined analysis, interpretation, and evaluation of literary texts,
offering deeper insights into their themes, structures, and cultural significance. It encompasses
various theoretical approaches, including formalism, structuralism, psychoanalysis, feminism,
Marxism, and postcolonialism, each providing distinct perspectives on literature. Critics examine
how texts reflect historical contexts, ideological constructs, and human psychology, shaping our
understanding of literature beyond mere storytelling. Readers uncover hidden meanings,
challenge dominant narratives, and appreciate the complexities of language, symbolism, and
form. Ultimately, literary criticism enriches the reading experience, fostering a more nuanced
appreciation of the power and purpose of literature.

Psychology is the scientific study of the human mind and behavior, exploring how individuals
think, feel, and act in various contexts. It encompasses a wide range of subfields, including
cognitive psychology, which examines mental processes like memory and perception; behavioral
psychology, which focuses on learned behaviors; and clinical psychology, which addresses
mental health disorders. Psychoanalysis, pioneered by Sigmund Freud and later expanded by
thinkers like Carl Jung and Jacques Lacan, delves into the unconscious mind and its influence on
human actions. Modern psychology integrates neuroscience, social influences, and evolutionary
perspectives to understand complex human experiences.
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The connection between literary theory and psychology lies in their shared focus on
understanding human thought, emotion, and behavior through different lenses. Literary theories
such as psychoanalysis, reader-response criticism, and structuralism draw heavily from
psychological concepts to analyze texts, characters, and narratives. Psychoanalytic literary
theory, influenced by Freud and Lacan, examines the unconscious desires, repressed emotions,
and psychological conflicts within literature. Reader-response theory considers how individual
psychology shapes the interpretation of a text, emphasizing subjective experience. Structuralist
and cognitive approaches explore how the human mind organizes language and meaning.
Literature, in turn, provides a rich field for psychological exploration, depicting the complexities
of identity, trauma, memory, and perception. Together, literary theory and psychology deepen
our understanding of both literature and the human psyche, revealing the intricate ways in which
stories reflect and shape our mental and emotional worlds.

Further, Literature has always been a profound reflection of human consciousness, capturing the
delicate and often blurred boundaries between fantasy, dream, and reality. Psychoanalysis,
particularly Jacques Lacan’s reinterpretation of Sigmund Freud’s theories, offers a compelling
framework for analyzing these elements in literary texts. Lacan’s tripartite structure—the
Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real—serves as a powerful lens through which one can
explore the psychological dimensions of literature.

Lacanian Theory:
The Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real:

Lacan’s theory of the three orders—the imaginary, the symbolic, and the real—provides the
foundational structure for understanding the formation of subjectivity and its implications in
literature.

1. The Imaginary Order: This stage is associated with the mirror stage, where an
individual develops self-awareness through identification with an external image. In literature,
this is reflected in characters' misrecognition of themselves and their projected desires. The
Imaginary realm, associated with the pre-linguistic stage of development, is where the self is
shaped through identification with an idealized image. In literature, this manifests in characters’
illusions, desires, and misrecognitions. The Imaginary is particularly evident in the romanticized
perceptions of self and others, often leading to internal conflicts and identity crises. For instance,
in modernist and postmodernist literature, characters frequently struggle with fragmented
identities, mirroring the instability of the Imaginary order.
2. The Symbolic Order: This order introduces language and societal structures that shape
an individual’s identity. The symbolic operates through signifiers and represents the realm of
law, authority, and ideology in literary narratives. The Symbolic order, structured by language
and societal norms, governs human relationships and meaning-making. It is through this domain
that individuals navigate their social realities. Literary texts operating within the Symbolic
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explore themes of authority, repression, and the tension between individual desires and collective
expectations. The constraints imposed by the Symbolic are visible in narratives that grapple with
power structures, ideology, and cultural signifiers.

3. The Real: The most elusive of the three, the real signifies that which cannot be
symbolized or fully comprehended. In literature, it often emerges as trauma, the uncanny, or
moments that disrupt the coherence of reality. The Real, in Lacanian terms, is that which resists
symbolization—it is the traumatic, the inexpressible, the void beyond language. Literature often
gestures toward the Real through moments of rupture, existential dread, or encounters with the
uncanny. Gothic and absurdist literature, for example, frequently confront the Real, depicting
protagonists who struggle with the breakdown of meaning itself.

Through Lacan’s model, literature becomes a psychological map, tracing the tensions between
illusion, societal constraints, and the inescapable limits of human understanding.

Fantasy in Literature: The Desire for the Impossible:
Fantasy plays a critical role in both psychoanalysis and literary studies, functioning not merely
as an escape from reality but as a fundamental structure through which individuals navigate
their desires. In Lacanian theory, fantasy provides a framework that organizes the subject’s
relationship with desire and the unattainable. The objet petit a, Lacan’s concept of the ever-
elusive object of desire, frequently appears in literature as an idealized goal—whether in the
form of love, power, or transcendence—driving characters toward often unattainable
aspirations.

One of the most striking literary examples of fantasy’s role in shaping human motivation is F.
Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. Jay Gatsby’s obsession with Daisy Buchanan represents
the Lacanian fantasy in action. He elevates Daisy to the status of the objet petit a, constructing
an idealized image of her that ultimately proves impossible to reconcile with reality. Gatsby’s
lavish parties, his reinvention of himself, and his relentless pursuit of a past that cannot be
reclaimed all underscore the fantasy’s hold over him. However, when he finally reunites with
Daisy, the illusion shatters—she is not the perfect being he imagined but a flawed person
constrained by social and material realities. This disjunction between Gatsby’s fantasy and the
Symbolic order—the structured world of class, marriage, and status—Ieads to his inevitable
downfall.

Similarly, in Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote, the protagonist’s fantasies shape his entire
perception of reality. Don Quixote, consumed by his romanticized notions of knighthood, sees
himself as a noble warrior in a world that has long abandoned such ideals. His famous battle with
windmills, which he perceives as giants, exemplifies the power of fantasy to distort reality and
drive action. However, unlike Gatsby, Don Quixote’s journey is as much a critique of fantasy as
it is an exploration of its necessity—his delusions offer him purpose, even as they set him apart
from the Symbolic order of his time.
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Another compelling example appears in Emily Bronté’s Wuthering Heights, where
Heathcliff’s obsessive love for Catherine Earnshaw understood as a Lacanian fantasy. Catherine,
in death, becomes an unattainable ideal, and Heathcliff spends his life trying to bridge the gap
between reality and his desire for a lost past. His fixation on Catherine, and his inability to move
beyond the fantasy, leads to his self-destruction, mirroring Gatsby’s fate.

Beyond individual characters, entire genres, such as Geothic fiction and magical realism, thrive
on the tension between fantasy and reality. In Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years
of Solitude, for instance, characters often interact with supernatural elements in ways that reflect
deep-seated psychological and existential desires. The novel’s repeated cycles of history and the
unattainable longing for an idealized past align with the Lacanian notion of desire being
endlessly deferred.

Thus, fantasy in literature, when viewed through a Lacanian lens, is not simply escapism but a
structural necessity of human existence. It reveals the contradictions within the self, the gap
between desire and fulfillment, and the ways in which individuals navigate an often unyielding
Symbolic order.

Dreams and the Unconscious in Literature:

Dreams play a pivotal role in literature, serving as a conduit between the conscious and
unconscious mind. Rooted in Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, dreams are seen as
symbolic narratives that encode repressed desires, anxieties, and unresolved conflicts. Lacan, in
particular, views dreams as operating within the Imaginary and Symbolic orders, framing them
as linguistic constructs that require interpretation. In literature, dreams frequently act as narrative
devices that reveal hidden aspects of a character’s psyche, offering insight into their deepest
fears and longings.

One of the most striking literary examples of dreams reflecting the unconscious is
Shakespeare’s Hamlet. The protagonist’s existential turmoil, encapsulated in the famous
soliloquy “To be or not to be”, aligns with Lacanian dream theory, as Hamlet’s crisis reflects an
encounter with the Real—the inexpressible void beyond the Symbolic order. The ghost of King
Hamlet functions as a spectral manifestation of the repressed, intruding upon Hamlet’s
consciousness and driving him toward a path of madness and vengeance. The dreamlike quality
of the ghost’s appearances blurs the boundary between reality and hallucination, emphasizing
Lacan’s notion that the unconscious is structured like a language, surfacing in fragmented,
symbolic forms.

Similarly, in Emily Bronté’s Wuthering Heights, Heathcliff’s obsession with Catherine
transcends reality and enters the realm of dreams. His nocturnal visions of Catherine’s ghost
suggest the return of repressed emotions, an unfulfilled desire that lingers beyond death. These
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dream sequences serve as psychological markers of his inability to separate fantasy from reality,
reinforcing Lacan’s idea that the unconscious disrupts the structured world of the Symbolic.

In Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, Raskolnikov’s feverish dreams expose his
guilt and suppressed fears following his crime. His recurring nightmares—such as the one
involving the brutal beating of a horse—mirror his moral conflict and foreshadow his eventual
psychological breakdown. Lacanian theory would interpret these dreams as symbolic messages
from the unconscious, revealing his internal struggle between his perceived superiority and his
deep-seated guilt.

Dreams also serve as allegories for societal repression and historical trauma. In Toni Morrison’s
Beloved, Sethe’s dreams and visions of her deceased daughter reflect the haunting presence of
repressed memories of slavery. Morrison’s use of dreamlike sequences underscores how trauma
embeds itself into the unconscious, resurfacing in fragmented, symbolic forms that demand
interpretation.

Beyond individual characters, entire genres, such as surrealism and magical realism, explore
the unconscious through dream imagery. Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis opens with a
dreamlike transformation, where Gregor Samsa wakes up as an insect. This absurd shift reflects
the alienation and anxieties buried within the unconscious, aligning with Lacan’s concept of the
Real as something that shatters normal perception.

Thus, dreams in literature function as a psychological battleground where the conscious and
unconscious collide. They offer a glimpse into the repressed, disrupt the stability of the Symbolic
order, and challenge the boundaries between reality and illusion. Through Lacanian analysis,
dreams in literature become more than just narrative devices—they emerge as coded messages
that reveal the hidden depths of the human psyche.

Reality and the Lacanian Real in Literary Narratives:

In Lacanian psychoanalysis, the Real is the concept that exists beyond the realm of language,
signification, and the Symbolic order. It represents that which cannot be fully captured or
represented, a void that disrupts coherence and creates a sense of existential anxiety. While
fantasy and dreams offer ways for individuals to negotiate their desires and conflicts, the Real
intrudes upon reality, breaking the illusion of structure and understanding. In literature, the Real
often manifests through moments of horror, trauma, or the sublime, where the boundaries of

narrative and meaning are challenged or shattered, forcing readers to confront the unknowable
and the ineffable.

One of the most powerful literary examples of the Real is found in Franz Kafka’s The Trial.
The protagonist, Josef K., becomes entangled in an absurd and nightmarish legal system that
resists all logic and rationality. From the beginning of the novel, the world K. inhabits is one that
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defies explanation—he is arrested for an unknown crime, and the more he tries to understand or
navigate the legal process, the more opaque and impenetrable it becomes. Kafka’s portrayal of
an opaque and unaccountable authority system represents the Lacanian Real: an overwhelming
force beyond comprehension, which cannot be symbolized or fully understood. K.’s continual
failure to decipher the law reflects the inadequacy of language and reason in grappling with the
ultimate unknowable forces that shape human existence.

The surreal and nightmarish quality of Kafka’s narrative illustrates how literature can articulate
the ineffable. As K. faces a series of increasingly absurd and alienating events, the narrative’s
disjointedness mirrors the intrusion of the Real, exposing the limits of human understanding and
agency. The bureaucratic nightmare in The Trial conveys a sense of pervasive anxiety and an
inescapable sense of doom, akin to Lacan’s idea of the Real as a destabilizing force that
confronts the individual with a terrifying encounter with their own limitations. The more K.
attempts to find meaning or agency within the system, the more he is confronted by its
intransigence, mirroring the human condition’s struggle against the incomprehensible forces of
existence.

In Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, the Real appears through the repetition of seemingly
meaningless events, where characters wait for an external force—Godot—that never arrives.
This endless waiting, punctuated by moments of absurdity and existential questioning,
exemplifies the Lacanian Real as something that exists beyond grasp, a force that unsettles and
disrupts human attempts to make sense of their lives. The play’s cyclical structure and lack of
resolution force the audience to confront the underlying void of existence, illustrating the
profound alienation at the heart of human experience.

Similarly, in H.P. Lovecraft’s works, such as The Call of Cthulhu, the Real appears through
cosmic horror—entities and forces that exist outside human comprehension. Lovecraft’s
creatures, like Cthulhu, symbolize the Real’s vastness and inaccessibility, evoking feelings of
insignificance and terror in the face of an indifferent and unknowable universe. These moments
of horror suggest that reality, as humans understand it, is fragile and easily undone by the
intrusion of forces beyond our control or understanding.

In Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, the Real manifests subtly through the psychological
trauma and mental illness of the characters. Septimus Warren Smith, a war veteran suffering
from shell shock, experiences disjointed visions and fragmented perceptions of reality. His
experience of the Real—the trauma that cannot be fully integrated into the Symbolic order—
disrupts the narrative flow and highlights the inability of language to encapsulate the depths of
human suffering. His fragmented consciousness evokes the Lacanian notion of the Real as
something that resists signification, a constant reminder of the limits of human perception.

The Real in literature is not a straightforward element but rather a space of tension and
disruption. It is the rupture in the Symbolic order, a dark, unsettling force that defies articulation
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and comprehension. Through its representation in narrative moments of trauma, absurdity, and
horror, literature provides a means for exploring the profound existential gaps that define human
existence, forcing readers to confront the limits of language, reason, and reality itself. In this
way, the Real becomes a crucial aspect of how literature articulates the unknown and the
unknowable, the spaces where language falters and where human beings are forced to grapple
with the mysteries that lie beyond them.

The Intersection of Fantasy, Dream, and Reality in Postmodern Literature:

Postmodern literature often delves into the instability of reality, using Lacanian psychoanalytic
theory to question the very nature of truth, identity, and subjectivity. Writers like Jorge Luis
Borges and Samuel Beckett construct narratives that blur the boundaries between fantasy,
dream, and reality, thereby reflecting Lacan's view that human subjectivity is fragmented and
constructed through layers of signification. In Lacanian terms, subjectivity is never a stable,
unified entity; instead, it is a product of language and symbolic interaction. This notion is
embodied in the postmodern aesthetic, where reality is often presented as a construct, fluid and
perpetually shifting.

One of the clearest illustrations of this theme is found in Jorge Luis Borges’s The Circular
Ruins. In this story, a protagonist dreams of creating a man, painstakingly constructing him
within the confines of his imagination. However, in a striking twist, the protagonist discovers
that he himself is also the product of someone else’s dream. This recursive structure echoes
Lacan’s idea of the fragmented, non-originating subject—where one’s identity is always
contingent upon external forces, symbolically represented through language and cultural codes.
The realization that the protagonist is a creation of another dream directly challenges the notion
of a singular, stable reality, aligning with Lacan’s assertion that the subject is fragmented and
shaped by external signifiers.

The theme of illusion and the construction of identity is also present in Borges’s Tlon, Ugbar,
Orbis Tertius, where the story centers around a fictional world that slowly invades the real one,
challenging the boundary between fact and fiction. In Borges’s world, reality is questioned
through the creation of a universe that exists only in the minds of intellectuals, undermining the
idea of a fixed, external truth. This mirrors Lacan's theory that the Real is an unrepresentable
truth that slips away when we attempt to name or define it. For Borges, as for Lacan, truth is not
an objective, stable entity but rather a construct, constantly shifting and elusive.

Similarly, in Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, Beckett explores the disintegration of time,
space, and identity, creating a world that seems to exist in a state of perpetual uncertainty. The
characters, Vladimir and Estragon, wait for Godot—a figure that never arrives—living in a
cyclical, stagnant existence where the passage of time and their sense of identity become
increasingly irrelevant. This reflects Lacan's idea that subjectivity is constantly deferred, never
fully attainable, and always shifting. The play’s fragmented structure, where meaning is
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repeatedly postponed, mirrors Lacan’s belief that subjectivity is not a fixed entity but a fluid,
perpetually evolving construction influenced by language and external forces.

In Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49, the protagonist, Oedipa Maas, embarks on a quest
for meaning, only to encounter increasingly fragmented and contradictory information. Her
investigation into a mysterious underground postal service, the Trystero, mirrors Lacan’s notion
that the Symbolic order (the realm of language and social structures) is inherently incomplete
and ungraspable. Throughout the novel, Oedipa’s search for truth only deepens her confusion,
reflecting Lacan’s assertion that the Symbolic order can never fully capture reality. Her journey
represents the postmodern condition of being lost in a labyrinth of signs and meanings, where the
truth is elusive and identity is unstable.

These works exemplify the postmodern interrogation of reality, truth, and identity, all through
the lens of Lacanian psychoanalysis. The characters in these stories live in worlds where the
boundaries between reality, dream, and fantasy are porous, reflecting Lacan’s view that
subjectivity is formed through language and are always incomplete. The postmodern novel, with
its fragmented narratives and unstable truths, reflects Lacan’s assertion that our understanding of
reality is shaped by the ever-shifting, often contradictory, symbols we use to define it. The
tension between the Real—the unknowable truth—and the Symbolic—the world of language and
perception—creates a space where identity and reality are constantly in flux, never fully
attainable, and always contingent upon external forces.

Conclusion:

Lacanian psychoanalysis offers profound insights into the interplay of fantasy, dream, and reality
in literary studies. Scholars uncovered the psychological underpinnings of texts, analyze
character motivations, and deconstruct narrative structures. Literature serves as a site where
unconscious desires, social constructs, and the inexpressible real converge, making Lacanian
analysis an invaluable tool for understanding the complexities of human experience as reflected
in fiction.
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