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Abstract 

We are living in a world in which psychology plays a vital role in all the daily affairs of human beings. As a scientific 

discipline, it has permeated its influence in almost all the realm of human existence including art and literature. This influence 

is paramount in the critical study of novels with the theory of psychoanalysis proposed by the great psychologist Sigmund Freud. 

The application of psychoanalysis made the thinkers capable of analysing and describing the manners and mannerisms of the 

characters in a literary work and also the mental activity of the authors in creating a particular character. Jacques Lacan 

applied the theory of psychoanalysis in the field of structuralism and linguistics. This paper makes a critical analysis to see the 

role played by psychology and the theory of psychoanalysis in the interpretation of the literature. 
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The world is a mystery and every science is an attempt to explore this mystery with the purpose of 

reaching the underlying facts and truths. It is true that these various sciences unfold certain secrets and 

bring out certain truths of the universe. But, after a few years of experiments and experiences, people often 

come to the realization that what have been proposed are partial truths or non-truths. This situation is not 

the result of the inadequacy of the sciences or the inefficiency of the scientists, but of the very nature of the 

subject they deal with. That is, the phenomenon-the universe-they study is a complex and coherent entity 

and a multi-faceted reality. Adding more to its multifarious nature, there is the most intricate being, man. 

And human soul is the reality which is most difficult to take hold of. It is the greatest mystery in the world 

which constitutes of psycho-sociological and spiritual realms. Lionel Trilling in his work The Liberal 

Imagination quotes lines from Keats’s “Sleep and Poetry”: 

. . . Though no minist’ring reason sorts 

Out the dark mysteries of human souls 

To clear conceiving: yet there ever rolls 

A vast idea before me, and I glean 

Therefrom my liberty. . . . (264) 

Here raises the question ‘How can this complicated human soul be penetrated and its mysteries be 

portrayed?’ This is accomplished by the art of literature, especially by the genre novel. A novel is the 

representation of life. The writer with his intuition and imaginative power penetrates into the soul of man 

and discloses his findings to the public. This is the literary text. In short, a novel is the depiction of human 
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life with its multi-dimensional perspectives. In his article “Writing, Reading, and the Public” Jean- Paul 

Sartre asserts the duty of a writer as the one who unfolds human life. “Thus, the prose- writer is a man who 

has chosen a certain method of secondary action which we may call action by disclosure. . . . the writer has 

chosen to reveal man to other men so that the latter may assume full responsibility before the object which 

has been thus laid bare” (97-98).  

In order to divulge this multi-dimensional, mysterious sphere of human life, the writer has to 

commit himself into the analysis and study of the emotions, feelings and behavioural patterns of human 

beings. Sartre suggests, “It is in love, in hate, in anger, in fear, in joy, in indignation, in admiration, in hope, 

in despair, that man and the world reveal themselves in their truth” (97). Here comes the importance of the 

application of psychology in the study of literature, for all the above mentioned factors are activities of 

human mind and therefore the subject matters of psychology. Miller states: “This should not be surprising 

in a writer who came to believe that interior or psychological action had a primacy over exterior happenings 

and events, and who organised his own fictions as dramas of consciousness rather than as a complication 

of actions” (195). 

The term ‘Psychology’ was coined in late 17th century from modern Latin psychologia and 

generally meant the scientific study of the human mind and behaviour.  Mary Ann Mattoon in Jungian 

Psychology in Perspective defines the term psychology as follows: “The word psychology means, literally, 

the study of the psyche. Psyche has been translated variously as mind, soul, or spirit. . . . : the academic 

definition of psychology is ‘the science of behavior’” (21). According to Jung, this study composed of “all 

human nonsomatic capacities, both conscious and unconscious” (Mattoon 21).  In other words, psychology 

comprises all the mental activity of human beings, whether conscious or unconscious. Literature is also a 

mental activity of the author who puts forward his views and visions about the persons, events, or world 

with the great power of imagination. 

Though the term psychology was coined as a scientific discipline only in 17th century, its influence 

was already there in literature. When Aristotle deployed the term catharsis to explain the effect of tragedy, 

he was making use of nothing other than psychology. There he argues that a good tragedy will produce the 

effect of catharsis or purgation of the emotions of pity and fear by raising in them such feelings. In A 

Dictionary of Modern Critical Terms, the editor Roger Fowler sums up the influence of psychology on 

literature as follows: “The Connection between literature and psychology is an ancient one. The classic 

locus is Aristotle’s series of attempts to account for the effect of tragedy and his deployment of the term 

CATHARSIS” (192). Again, in A Handbook of Critical Approach to literature, the editors observe: 

In the general sense of the word, there is nothing new about the psychological approach. As early as the 

fourth century B.C., Aristotle used it in setting forth his classic definition of tragedy as combining the 

emotions of pity and terror to produce catharsis. The ‘complete gentleman’ of the English renaissance, Sir 

Philip Sidney, with his statements about the moral effects of poetry, was psychologising literature, as were 

such Romantic poets as Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Shelly with their theories of imagination. In this sense, 
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then, virtually every literary critic has been concerned at some time with the psychology of writing or 

responding to literature. (Guerin 153) 

Yet, it is with the emergence of the Romanticism, psychology developed as a theory for evaluating 

literature. This psychological criticism of nineteenth century gave its focus on the author and studied the 

mental activity of the author in the creation of the work and also attempted to interpret the text in the light 

of author’s personality. It studied the writer as a type or as an individual, evaluated the creative process and 

also strove to discover the psychological types and laws that were present within a literary work of art.   

Bijay kumar Das in Twentieth Century Literary criticism writes: “Psychological criticism of the nineteenth 

century interpretes [sic] literature in terms of the mental process of the author and analyzes works in the 

lines of the author’s personality. Hence, it is a kind of biographical criticism” (105). 

In the beginning of twentieth century, especially in 1920s, there emerged a new trend in the field 

of psychological criticism, named psychoanalytic criticism. This new fashion received its impetus from the 

principles and procedures of the psychoanalytic theory of Sigmund Freud. This new tendency offered a 

theoretical framework to analyze the literature. In the Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and 

Cultural Theory, Peter Barry defines psychoanalytic criticism: “Psychoanalytic criticism is a form of 

literary criticism which uses some of the techniques of psychoanalysis in the interpretation of literature” 

(94).  

Psychoanalytic criticism, being the application of the psychoanalytic theory, made possible with 

Sigmund Freud’s publication of The Interpretation of Dreams and has its basis on three assumptions. In 

the first place, it held that the activities of the human mind are largely unconscious and we have no direct 

control over it. The repressed feelings are the part of unconscious. Secondly, it argued that the major 

constitutive element of human behaviour is sex. That is, one’s altitude to sex determines the person’s 

behaviour. Thirdly, the psyche can be divided into three psychic zones as Id, Ego, and Superego. Id 

constitutes the libidinal or instinctual part of human psyche. Superego stands for the moral concepts of life 

which was developed against the background of social taboos and religious beliefs. Ego stands for reason 

and reality.  

Freud held that the activity of the writer and the day-dreamers are one and the same. Both of them 

are trying to fulfil their wishes with the help of certain symbols.  A creative writer, through the presentation 

of his plays, inclines us to take his day-dreams under the disguise of aesthetic pleasure. By altering and 

disguising the characters of his personal day dream, he softens them and gives to the audience. The only 

difference between the day-dreams and creative art is that the former will not give the pleasure at its 

disclosure, whereas the latter provides the pleasure (Gay 443). Here the writer elaborates his day-dreams 

to such an extent that it loses all the personal elements and becomes edible to the audience. In his essay 

entitled “The Relation of the Poet to Day-dreaming”, Freud writes: “But when a man of literary talent 

present his plays, or relates what we take to be his personal day-dreams, we experience great pleasure 

arising probably from many sources” (qtd. in Lerner 63). 
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It is Earnest Jones who first made the complete psychoanalytic study of a major literary work. 

Approaching Hamlet from a psychoanalytic perspective, he says that it is the Oedipus complex in prince 

Hamlet that delayed the action of taking revenge on his father’s murderer. According to him, Claudius is 

the embodiment of child Hamlet’s motive of murdering his father and to have incest with his mother. This 

motive has been fulfilled in the action of Claudius. Hence, if he murders Claudius, he is murdering his own 

part of self. At the same time the other part of him wants to carry out his task. It is this conflict leads him 

to the procrastination of his revenge (Guerin 163). 

Again, in the essay “In Nomine Diaboli” by Henry A. Murray, we can find the application of the 

tri-partition theory of Freud, where the writer analyzes Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick. He establishes that 

the White Wale is the personification of the strict conscience of the New England Puritanism and a 

projection of the author’s Superego; whereas, Captain Ahab is the symbol of uncontrollable Id; and 

Starbuck, who tries to mediate between the Moby-Dick and Ahab, represents the Ego (Guerin 159). 

The second major figure of psychoanalysis was Jacques Lacan who applied the theory of 

psychoanalysis in the field of structuralism and linguistics. Being a French psychoanalyst, his study based 

on Levi-Straussian anthropology, linguistics, recent French philosophy and his own clinical experience. He 

accepted well reputation for his published ‘seminas’ named the Ecrits (Barry 104). He reformulated the 

Freudian concepts of early psycho-sexual development and also the development of Oedipus complex 

against the background of linguistics and held the distinction between the imaginary stage and the symbolic 

stage. 

 The imaginary stage, according to him, is the prelinguistic stage of development and the symbolic 

stage is the stage after the acquisition of language. The child is unable to distinguish between his personal 

self and that of others and also the subject and object in this preliminary stage. In between the imaginary 

and symbolic stages, there is what Lacan calls as mirror stage. In this stage the child becomes capable of 

distinguishing his real image from its reflection on the mirror. As a result he “begins to develop a sense of 

a separate self, and an (illusory) understanding of oneself as an autonomous subject, that is later enhanced 

by what is reflected back to it from encounters with other people” (Abram 251). Thus it can be seen as a 

stage of identification. Lacan sates: “We have only to understand the mirror stage as an identification, in 

the full sense that analysis gives to the term: namely the transformation that takes place in the subject when 

he assumes an image” (qtd. in Stavrakakis 24). This identification is both a source of pleasure and 

alienation. The child is jubilant because of its success in integrating its own fragmentations to an imaginary 

totality or unity. At the same time, it recognizes that it is different from others, which is a matter of 

alienation for the child. 

But the identification in the mirror stage is not stable. This stable identity is acquired in the 

symbolic stage. The symbolic stage is named also as linguistic stage, where the child assimilates the 

inherited system linguistic variations and learns to accept its predetermined position in the world of 

language which is constructed with the binary oppositions as father/mother, husband /wife, male/female, 

mother/son and so on. Even before birth, the child is inserted in the symbolic register as there are 
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discussions about the name of the child by the parents. In such case, they are inserting child into “pre-

existing family mythology” (Stavrakakis 24). This stage also marks the beginning of socialisation in which 

the child experiences the imposition of certain prohibitions and restraints and hence associated with the 

figure of the father. 

According to Lacan, the structure of the unconscious is like that of language. Lacan held that “the 

unconscious is formed through the structuring of human desire by means of language” (Harris 308). In 

order to show that the unconscious is linguistic, he applies the dream-work mechanisms of Freud as 

displacement and condensation to metaphor and metonymy, the basic poles of language identified by 

Roman Jacobson. In metonymy, a part standing for the whole represents the other. For example the crown 

can represent the king. In Freudian displacement too, an element in a dream stands for something else in a 

dream. For example, an easy-chair that appears in a dream may represent the authority. Secondly, a word 

that denotes a particular object can be applied to a different kind of object. Here many objects are attached 

to a single word. Such a way, in condensation several things are attached to a single symbol in a dream 

(Barry 107). In the application of Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, the critics turns their attention from the 

author and characters and concentrates on the text itself to demonstrate the presence of Lacanian phases 

such as mirror stage and concept of language and unconscious in the literary work.  

 To sum up, this paper was an attempt to explore the relevance of psychology in the study of 

literature. Psychology has exerted great influence in the field of literary criticism. Psychoanalytic criticism 

was the culmination of this influence. However, psychology is not the only tool to comprehend literature. 

Since the literature is also the product of society, it will be dangerous to evaluate and interpret it only on 

the basis of psychology. According to Northrop Frye, the Canadian literary theorist, the Psychological 

approach, especially the Psychoanalytic approach of Freud, took a poem to be the expression of the 

repressed feelings in the mind of the respective writer and he calls such an approach as “Luther-on-the 

privy approach” (18).  A Handbook of Critical Approaches to Literature states: “The danger is that the 

serious student may become theory-ridden, forgetting that Freud’s is not the only approach to literary 

analysis. To see great work of fiction or a great poem primarily as a psychological case study is often to 

miss its wider significance and perhaps even the essential aesthetic experience it should provide” (Guerin 

180). 
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