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ABSTRACT  

Drawing on Jacques Lacan's theories of The Symbolic, The Imaginary, and The Real, this study examines how 
Atwood critiques contemporary socio-political realities by creating dystopian landscapes that expose the fragility of 
ideological constructs. The analysis explores how Atwood's characters navigate their desires and confront the 
illusions imposed by authoritarian regimes, societal norms, and their inner psyche. The research looks at how 
Atwood's characters deal with illusions imposed by social conventions, governmental authority, and their own 
internal conflicts while navigating their wants within these repressive frameworks. Both resistance and submission 
are sustained by the imaginary domain, which is linked to fantasy, identity construction, and misrecognition. 
Internal fantasies and recollections are frequently used by characters as coping mechanisms, highlighting the conflict 
between real repression and apparent freedom. This paper examines the complex role of fantasy and illusion in 
Margaret Atwood's speculative fiction through the lens of Lacanian psychoanalysis. By placing Atwood's writings 
in the context of Lacanian ideas like The Gaze, The Mirror Stage, and The Object Petit, the study clarifies the 
contradictory relationship between fantasy and illusion of emancipation and repression. This investigation 
highlights Atwood's capacity to use speculative fiction as a critical platform for examining the human condition, 
rather than just as a genre. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 Margaret Atwood frequently challenges readers to face difficult realities about identity, power and social 
systems through her speculative fiction, which features a complex interaction between reality, fantasy, 
and illusion. Genre-bending works like The Handmaid's Tale, Oryx and Crake and The Year of the Flood create 
dystopian and post-apocalyptic landscapes that mirror and amplify human inconsistencies, desires, and 
anxieties. Fantasy and illusion play a crucial role in these stories, not just as escape mechanisms but also 
as vital elements of human subjectivity and survival in an oppressive, divided society. This paper uses a 
Lacanian perspective to examine how fantasy and illusion function in Atwood's fantastical universes. A 
framework for examining how characters in Atwood's books negotiate their desires, face their alienation, 
and create identities within systems that eradicate them of agency is provided by Lacanian 
psychoanalysis. To comprehend how imagination and illusion operate within these worlds—not just as 
coping strategies but also as instruments for resistance, change, and self-discovery, the Lacanian ideas of 
the Real, the Imaginary, and the Symbolic prove particularly helpful. 
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  A common feature of Atwood's futuristic universes is the conflict between the imagined and the 
real. Characters frequently face a harsh Reality in these dystopian situations, such as genetic engineering, 
environmental collapse or dictatorship, which drives them to create illusions or fantasies to regain control 
or purpose. But these dreams are more than just ways of getting away; they are closely related to Lacan's 
concept of lack and want, showing how illusions may both shield and imprison people within social 
norms. To examine how Atwood challenges the distinction between reality and the imagined, as well as 
how power systems affect individual consciousness and change truth, this article will examine how she 
employs fantasy and illusion. By applying Lacanian psychoanalysis to Atwood's writings, it is hoped to 
clarify the philosophical and psychological aspects of her fantastical worlds and make the case for fantasy 
and illusion as essential to comprehending the intricate relationships between identity, desire and 
resistance in Atwood's fiction. 

 
The Handmaid’s Tale: Fantasy, Illusion, and the Symbolic Order 
Margaret Atwood purposefully blurs the lines between fact and illusion in The Handmaid's Tale, depicting 
a dystopian society where ideological domination moulds both reality and individual identity. Offred, the 
main character, lives under Gilead's authoritarian government, which tightly controls women's bodies, 
language, and social positions. The dictatorship suppresses individual agency while creating the 
appearance of moral order and stability through religious discourse and strict social standards. "Better 
never means better for everyone," Offred muses. For some, it always implies worse (. This remark 
demonstrates how power functions through the manipulation of thought and perception and reveals the 
false ness of the regime's claims. 
 

Jacques Lacan's psychoanalytic framework, in particular his ideas of the Symbolic, the Imaginary, 
and the Real, can be used to understand the dynamics of this society. Gilead's institutionalized language, 
legal system, and religious beliefs, which define women primarily by their reproductive role, all reflect the 
symbolic order. In order to illustrate how the Symbolic structure alters subjectivity, Handmaids are 
stripped of their individual identities and renamed in accordance with their Commanders. "We were the 
people who were not in the papers," (Handmaid’s Tale) Offred observes. According to Atwood, "We lived 
in the blank white spaces at the edges of print," highlighting how this ideological framework erases 
individuality. Offred's recollections and dreams of her previous existence, which enable her to maintain a 
fractured sense of herself, also give rise to the Imaginary. Atwood demonstrates how fantasy serves as 
both a subtle form of resistance and psychological survival through this conflict between personal 
imagination and enforced dogma. 
 
The Real and the Symbolic Order:  A system of laws, customs, and language that shapes women's 
identities as reproductive instruments is the Symbolic, which is embodied by the totalitarian government 
of Gilead. Offred's world is molded through this repressive symbolic order that dehumanizes people and 
enforces strict duties. But in Lacanian terms, Offred's interior thirst for liberation, the painful void, 
represents the Real—the unrepresentable truth beyond the Symbolic which is embodied by Offred’s 
internal longing for freedom, the painful gap between her past and present, and the continuous absence 
of her previous identity. 
 
The Imaginary and the Role of Fantasy: As an escape from her terrible reality, Offred creates illusions 
and dreams in response to this suffering. She frequently focuses her fantasies on her past life and her 
identity loss, particularly on her recollections of her daughter and spouse. Her psychological life depends 
on these fantasies because they provide her with a mental space where she can feel autonomous, even if 
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only momentarily. Offred's visions are, however, unfinished and ultimately unreal, as Lacan contends, 
and the Imaginary is based upon a sense of illusion and misrecognition. These delusions emphasize how 
alienated she feels and how impossible it is for her to go back to her life before the Gilead. 
 
Fantasy and Identity in Gilead: Offred’s experiences in Gilead are shaped by the Symbolic order, yet she 
constantly navigates between reality and fantasy as a means of surviving the dehumanizing regime. One 
key example is when she remembers her former life with her husband and daughter, a memory that 
offers her a temporary escape from the harsh present: “I wish I could believe that. But I don’t. I believe in the 
reality of the world. I believe in the reality of things I can see and touch, not in the fantasies of the future” 
(Handmaid’s Tale). 

 
This line illustrates the tension between Offred’s desire for an idealized, pre-Gilead past and her 

recognition that such a world is lost forever. Offred’s fantasy of escape is a way to manage her lack—the 
Lacanian notion that human beings are driven by an unattainable desire for something lost. Offred’s 
attempt to find meaning in her memories of her past highlights the Lacanian imagination, where she can 
form an image of a self that has been destroyed by Gilead's totalitarian regime. 
 
Desire and Lack: Offred's experiences can be analyzed through the lens of Lacan's theory of want and the 
object petit a, which is the unachievable object that motivates human desire. She is bound to the cruel 
system because of her unfulfilled longing for freedom, family, and a return to her previous life. While the 
fantasy of escape serves as a means of coping with the agonizing loss of what has been lost, it also 
emphasizes how impossible it is to satisfy that desire. Thus, the Lacanian idea of lack—the origin of human 
desire and the cause of existential suffering—is linked to fantasy and illusion. 
 
Desire and the Real of Oppression: Despite her fantasies, Offred is unable to escape the Real of Gilead—
the harsh, tangible world that keeps her in her assigned role as a Handmaid. As Lacan suggests, the Real 
can never be fully symbolized or imagined, and Offred’s fantasies, while essential to her survival, cannot 
change the brutal reality of her situation. For instance, when she reflects on her role as a Handmaid, she 
experiences an internal conflict between the desire for resistance and the reality of her circumstances: 
“Ignoring isn’t the same as ignorance, you have to work at it” (Handmaid’s Tale). This quote reflects how Offred’s 
illusions of resistance and escape are actively maintained, but always at the cost of confronting the full 
Reality of her situation. 
 
Oryx and Crake: The Fantasy of Creation and Control 
Margaret Atwood depicts a dystopian society in Oryx and Crake where the primary motivator for 
technological advancement is the desire for total control over both nature and humanity. The book 
examines how corporate power, scientific aspirations, and fantasy come together to create a perilous idea 
of human perfection. Atwood dramatizes the idea of complete control over life itself through the 
character of Crake, a fantasy that eventually has disastrous results. The story is told through Snowman 
(formerly Jimmy), who muses on the development of his brilliant but profoundly troubled companion 
Crake and the emergence of the Crakers, a genetically modified posthuman race. 
 

Atwood places this investigation in the context of a highly corporatized and technologized 
world where power and wealth are intimately associated with scientific study. Corporations control 
cutting-edge biotechnology research and social life, fostering an atmosphere where moral limits are 
readily disregarded. In this setting, Crake presents himself as a scientist who holds that basic defects in 
human nature are the source of ecological devastation, human misery, and violence. Therefore, his goal 
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is to completely reimagine humanity. Crake's vision embodies what may be called a fantasy of complete 
logical control—an effort to eradicate sexual competitiveness, envy, desire, and religious belief from 
human existence. Crake thought that "the whole point of the Crakers..." was to replace us, as Snowman 
subsequently remembers (Oryx and Crake). The creation of the Crakers thus embodies Crake’s dream of 
constructing a purified and perfectly regulated species that would live in harmony with nature. 
 
 Crake's opinion that conventional human emotions and cultural institutions are the main causes 
of violence and misery is closely linked to his scientific aspirations. He views romantic love, art, and 
religion as illogical systems that undermine civilization. He so makes an effort to create a new humanity 
that is devoid of these urges. Crake sought to eliminate "the neurochemical triggers that lead to 
destructive behavior," according to Snowman (Atwood, 305). By creating the Crakers, Crake replaces 
sexual rivalry, hierarchy, and jealousy with biologically programmed behaviors that maintain social 
stability. Seasonal mating rituals precisely control sexual reproduction, and the Crakers are designed to 
have no emotional attachment or possessiveness. 
 
 Additionally, Atwood highlights how Crake's vision is based on a potent delusion of scientific 
omnipotence. His project demonstrates his conviction that technology can fully subjugate nature and 
transform human existence in accordance with logical design. But this idea is portrayed as a perilous 
illusion. The devastation of the current human population by the BlyssPluss virus, an engineered 
pandemic, is inextricably linked to the development of the Crakers. In order to guarantee that humanity 
will perish and the Crakers will inherit the planet, Crake surreptitiously inserts a deadly bacterium into 
a worldwide medicinal product. Snowman gradually comes to understand the scope of Crake's scheme 
and the horrifying reasoning behind it: "Crake had always been against the idea of civilization... he 
thought the whole human experiment had been a mistake" (Atwood, 366). Therefore, the ensuing 
apocalypse is purposefully created as part of Crake's utopian aim rather than being an accident. 
 

Atwood uses this story to criticize the contemporary fixation on using technology to solve 
difficult social and environmental issues. Crake's endeavor to create the ideal species is a reflection of a 
larger cultural conviction that human suffering and strife can be eradicated via science. However, the 
book highlights the moral perils of such thinking. In the end, murder, extinction, and moral disaster 
result from the dream of complete control over existence. The price of Crake's vision is brought home by 
Snowman's solitary existence in the destroyed globe. Snowman discovers that the attempt to eliminate 
human flaws has led to the annihilation of humanity as he considers the ruins of human civilization. 
 
Illusion and the Symbolic Order: In Lacanian terminology, Crake's manipulation of science exemplifies 
a basic illusion- the delusion of complete control over nature and life. Since Crake creates a new society 
that rejects human desires, sexuality, and emotions as flaws, his worldview can be compared to Lacan's 
idea of the symbolic. Crake's desire to impose a "pure" reality—one that eliminates human conflict and 
complexity—is reflected in the formation of the Crakers. This is a delusion, though, because the Crakers' 
actual existence becomes troublesome and ultimately results in their failure. This illustrates the Lacanian 
notion that the Symbolic can never adequately explain the complexity of the Real and that any attempt 
to use illusion to manipulate or repress the human situation would inevitably fall short. 
 
Desire and Lack: Lacan's theory of desire and lack is shown through Snowman's recollections of his 
relationship with Crake, his love for Oryx, and the tragic circumstances that resulted in the end of 
humanity. Crake believes that eliminating human needs will result in an ideal existence, which is the 
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source of his drive to change the world. This conviction represents an underlying weakness in his own 
subjectivity. The trauma of seeing Crake's deeds and the fall of society, on the other hand, haunts 
Snowman. His hope for survival is based on a dream, but he is aware that the world he lives in has 
changed irrevocably. The loss of his previous existence and his incapacity to change the past are the 
foundations of his search for explanations and purpose. 
 
Crake’s Fantasy of Utopia: Crake’s belief in the possibility of creating a perfect species represents a 
Lacanian Imaginary ideal—a fantasy of an unattainable, flawless world. His attempt to engineer a perfect 
human being and eliminate all suffering reflects Lacan’s concept of the Imaginary as a place where the 
self-imagines an ideal image, yet this image is always an illusion. Crake's work is rooted in a fantasy that 
fails to address the deeper Reality of human nature: “He was a man with a vision. He was going to fix 
everything” (Oryx and Crake). Crake’s “vision” is an illusion—an attempt to overcome the chaos and 
suffering inherent in the human condition. Lacanian theory would suggest that Crake’s utopian project 
is an effort to suppress the Real—the uncontrollable and chaotic aspects of life. Ultimately, his attempt to 
escape the complexities of human existence through genetic engineering only brings about destruction. 
 
Snowman’s Desire and the Real: Snowman, the novel’s protagonist, serves as a contrast to Crake’s 
illusion. Snowman is haunted by the Real of Crake’s actions—the plague that wiped out humanity. His 
survival is characterized by an ongoing engagement with the Imaginary—fantasies of the past, Oryx, and 
his lost world. Snowman’s complex relationship with desire, memory, and guilt reflects Lacan’s notion of 
the Real as a traumatic, unusual force: “I should have seen it coming. I should have known. I should have done 
something” (Oryx and Crake). Snowman’s regret and his inability to change the past highlight the lack of 
Lacanian theory. His desire to undo the damage Crake caused is rooted in the Real—the irreversible 
consequences of Crake’s actions—and the failure of the Imaginary to create any semblance of redemption. 

The illusion of creation and control is thus depicted as a major element in Atwood's dystopian vision 
in Oryx and Crake. Crake's scientific endeavor represents the aspiration to use technology to overcome the 
constraints of human nature. But in the end, the book shows that these dreams are based on a perilous 
misperception of humans. Crake does not build a better world by eradicating human complexity, emotion, 
and unpredictability; rather, he ushers in a posthuman landscape characterized by loss, absence, and eerie 
remembrance. Atwood implies through Snowman's musings that the pursuit of total control over 
existence invariably encounters the boundaries of human understanding and the unforeseen 
repercussions of technological might. 

 
The Year of the Flood: Fantasy as Resistance and Escape 
By focusing the story on the experiences of women who survive the devastating pandemic known as the 
Waterless Flood, Margaret Atwood expands the dystopian world first presented in Oryx and Crake in The 
Year of the Flood. The Year of the Flood examines how fantasy, belief, and storytelling serve as psychological 
tools that allow people to endure pain and social breakdown, whereas the earlier work focuses mostly on 
scientific ambition and technical dominance. Atwood portrays a world in which the lines between reality 
and imagination are continuously blurred through the interwoven stories of Ren and Toby, showing how 
fantasy functions as a form of emotional survival in a devastated environment as well as a form of resistance 
against oppressive structures. 
 
 The story is told from the viewpoints of Toby, a survivor who becomes a leader in the eco-religious 
Gardeners group, and Ren, a former member of the God's Gardeners who later finds himself imprisoned in 
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a posh sex club called Scales and Tails. Both ladies live in a society where violent criminal organizations, 
large companies, and tremendous economic disparity rule. In such a world, daydreaming becomes a vital 
coping strategy for loss, vulnerability, and terror. Through sermons, hymns, and ecological predictions, the 
Gardeners themselves develop a sophisticated symbolic system that uses religious language to reinterpret 
environmental catastrophe. Adam One, their leader, often uses ecological disasters as a spiritual lesson and 
a warning, telling his followers that "the Waterless Flood will come when the balance of the Earth has been 
too greatly disturbed" (Atwood, The Year of the Flood, p. 52). The community is able to envision survival and 
renewal even in the face of oncoming disaster because to this prophetic discourse, which turns the 
environmental crisis into a meaningful story. 
 
 At first, Toby sees the Gardeners' belief system as a kind of consoling delusion rather than actual 
reality. She views the group's rituals and teachings with a mixture of suspicion and cautious acceptance 
because she experienced terrible trauma and exploitation prior to joining. Nevertheless, she eventually finds 
a sense of direction and community within the Gardeners' symbolic framework. They establish a common 
imaginative space where survival is conceivable through their hymns, commemoration of ecological saints, 
and respect for nonhuman species. Toby understands that these stories serve as psychological tools to assist 
people cope with a violent and chaotic society rather than just providing a means of escape. Reflecting on 
the Gardeners’ practices, she observes that “people need such stories, because without them the world 
would be too bleak to bear” (Atwood, p. 188). Through this insight, Atwood highlights the constructive role 
of fantasy in sustaining hope and moral orientation. 
 
 Ren's experience highlights another aspect of fantasy as a means of vulnerability and escape. Ren is 
more intimately exposed to the corporate compounds' exploitative entertainment industries than Toby is. 
She joins the Scales and Tails club, where performers dress as genetically modified animals to satiate elite 
fantasies, after leaving the Gardeners. The extreme commodification of identities and bodies in the 
dystopian economy is reflected in this strange show. Ren grows more conscious of how the extravagant acts 
and costumes create a false world that conceals the system's inherent cruelty. "It was all pretend, but 
sometimes the pretending could swallow you up," she says, recalling how the club provided an appearance 
of glitz and excitement, but behind the show there was always a sense of danger and manipulation (Atwood, 
p. 210). Ren's observations show how fantasy serves as a tool to conceal exploitation and uphold power 
structures in the corporate world rather than as a form of resistance. 
 

The significance of these imaginations is drastically altered when the Waterless Flood breaks forth. 
Ren and Toby are among the few people who survive when the artificial plague wipes out the majority of 
the human population. The Gardeners' predictions suddenly seem prophetic rather than symbolic in this 
new post-apocalyptic setting. The once-exaggerated environmentalist sermons now resemble precise 
forecasts of the end of the world. Toby remembers Adam One's cautions and understands that the 
community's fantastical stories have mentally prepared them for disaster. Toby realizes that the Gardeners 
had always thought that "the human race would not be able to resist destroying its own habitat" when she 
considers the aftermath of the epidemic (Atwood, p. 325). The collapse of civilization thus blurs the 
distinction between fantasy and reality, suggesting that imaginative belief systems can sometimes anticipate 
truths that scientific or political institutions fail to acknowledge. 
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The Imaginary and the Symbolic: Ren and Toby’s experiences of fantasy and illusion are shaped by their 
respective relationships to the Symbolic order. Ren, raised within a religious cult (the God's Gardeners), 
constructs a fantasy of salvation and spiritual resistance to the consumer-driven apocalypse. Toby, on the 
other hand, lives in the shadow of a more confrontation with reality, where illusions are fewer, but still 
central to her survival. Both women rely on forms of fantasy—whether religious, romantic, or survivalist—
as mechanisms for coping with the brutal, unyielding world around them. These fantasies offer a reprieve 
from the Real—the catastrophic consequences of Crake’s genetic experiments and the societal collapse that 
follows. 
 
Illusion as Resistance: For both characters, their illusions are forms of resistance. They refuse to accept the 
world as it is and instead create alternate realities that allow them to endure. Lacan’s idea of the Imaginary 
is crucial here: the illusions they create provide a space in which they can project meaning, maintain hope, 
and assert some measure of control over their fragmented lives. The fantasies of salvation, community, and 
identity provide them with the psychological tools to survive, even as the world around them remains 
broken and dangerous. 
 
Desire and Lack: Much like Offred in The Handmaid’s Tale, Ren and Toby’s desires are shaped by the 
absence of a stable, safe world. They long for connection, meaning, and survival, but these desires are often 
unattainable in the harsh Reality of their environment. Their fantasies, though comforting, are ultimately 
incomplete—highlighting Lacan's theory that fantasy can never fully satisfy desire, only momentarily 
relieve the anxiety of lack. 
 
Illusions of Salvation and Fantasy as Resistance: Ren and Toby both use fantasy as a means of resistance 
against the apocalyptic reality they inhabit. Ren's involvement with God's Gardeners provides her with 
a form of belief in the possibility of salvation: “The future is still unwritten. It can be changed” (Year of the 
Flood). This belief in a potential, reformed future is a key example of the Imaginary functioning as a source 
of psychological survival. The future, in this context, remains an illusion, something Ren clings to despite 
the overwhelming evidence that the world has ended. For Lacan, such illusions are a necessary means of 
coping with lack—the lack of safety, of certainty, of a future. 
 
Toby’s Confrontation with the Real of Survival: In contrast to Ren, Toby is more sceptical of the illusions 
of God's Gardeners. Yet, like Offred in The Handmaid’s Tale, Toby uses the fantasy of survival and revenge 
as a way of asserting control over her bleak circumstances. Toby's struggle to maintain her humanity 
amidst the chaos is tied to her desire to resist the forces that threaten to dehumanize her: “There are no 
ordinary people anymore. None at all” (Year of the Flood). This quote reflects Toby’s recognition of the Real—
the irreversible destruction of her world. The Real is represented by the trauma of the apocalypse, a force 
beyond her control. Her fantasy of resistance and revenge, though motivating, remains an illusion against 
the backdrop of this chaotic reality. 
 
Thus, in The Year of the Flood, Atwood presents fantasy as a nuanced and conflicted force. On the one hand, 
corporate culture maintains economic control by manipulating people through illusion and spectacle. 
However, groups like the God's Gardeners use ecological myths and religious stories to promote ethical 
responsibility, resiliency, and unity. Through Ren and Toby's experiences, the book illustrates how fantasy 
may serve as a potent form of resistance against repressive societal institutions as well as an escape from 
harsh realities. The Gardeners build a symbolic framework that enables people to face trauma without losing 
hope by turning ecological calamity into a meaningful tale of survival and rebirth. 
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Conclusion 
Atwood uses fantasy and illusion as vital psychological survival strategies in her speculative universes, 
negotiating the conflict between the unreachable aspirations of the Imaginary and the brutal Real. The use 
of fantasy by characters like Offred, Snowman, Ren, and Toby to deal with their wants and the trauma of 
their surroundings is clarified by Lacanian psychoanalysis. These delusions highlight Lacan's concept of 
lack—the space between desire and fulfilment—while providing momentary solace or resistance. The 
underlying realities of the human condition, which are nevertheless constrained by the repressive powers 
of the Real and the Symbolic order, are shown in Atwood's novels, even though fantasy might offer a 
feeling of meaning or agency. Atwood's speculative fiction ultimately illuminates the intricate relationships 
between identity, desire, and illusion in a world shaped by power, loss, and resistance. 
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