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The concept of a "completed arc," denoting a narrative's
satisfying resolution and thematic closure, lends itself
surprisingly well to psychoanalytic interpretation. This article
explores how Freudian thought, particularly his theories on the
unconscious, the Oedipus complex, and the resolution of psychic
conflict, can illuminate the structure and meaning of narratives
with successfully concluded arcs. We'll examine how Freud, were
he alive today, might evaluate the satisfying conclusion of
various stories, focusing on elements like wish fulfillment,
symbolic representation, and the sublimation of primal urges.
This analysis will delve into the psychological impact of narrative
closure, exploring themes of narrative structure,
psychoanalytic theory, character development, resolution
of conflict, and symbolic interpretation.

The Unconscious and Narrative
Resolution

Freud's emphasis on the unconscious mind provides a powerful
lens through which to view a narrative's completed arc. The
successful resolution often mirrors the psychological process of
resolving unconscious conflicts. A protagonist overcoming a
significant obstacle might represent the successful negotiation of
an internal struggle, a triumph of the ego over the id's impulsive
desires. For instance, the journey of a character grappling with
unresolved trauma, finding catharsis and closure, reflects
Freud's concept of abreaction—the therapeutic release of
repressed emotions. This catharsis, mirrored in the narrative,
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allows both the character and the audience to experience a sense
of resolution and emotional healing.

The Oedipus Complex and Narrative
Archetypes

The Oedipus complex, central to Freud's theories, involves a
child's unconscious sexual desire for the parent of the opposite
sex and rivalry with the same-sex parent. Many narratives utilize
this dynamic, albeit often symbolically, in their characters and
plotlines. A completed arc can be seen as the successful
negotiation of this primal conflict, represented by the
protagonist's achieving a mature and independent identity. This
might involve overcoming a powerful father figure, finding a
fulfilling relationship, or establishing a sense of self that
transcends early childhood attachments. The successful
resolution can be interpreted as a symbolic working through of
the Oedipus complex, demonstrating the power of narrative to
explore and resolve fundamental psychological issues.

Sublimation and the Triumph of the
Ego

Freud's concept of sublimation suggests that unacceptable
desires and impulses can be channeled into socially acceptable
activities. In a narrative with a completed arc, we often see
characters sublimating their aggressive or sexual drives into
creative pursuits, altruistic acts, or the pursuit of personal
growth. The successful resolution hinges on this transformation
of instinctual energy, signifying the ego's mastery over the id and
the integration of both primal desires and societal expectations.
This process is crucial in achieving narrative closure, as it
suggests a harmonious internal state and a mature relationship
with the world. For example, a character initially driven by
revenge might find redemption through acts of forgiveness or
self-sacrifice.

Symbolic Interpretation and Narrative
Meaning

Freud highlighted the importance of symbolic interpretation in
understanding dreams and psychological states. This same
principle applies to narrative analysis. The objects, settings, and
events in a narrative often carry symbolic weight, representing
deeper unconscious desires or conflicts. A completed arc can be
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viewed as the successful decoding and integration of these
symbols, leading to a more profound understanding of the
narrative's underlying meaning. Analyzing the symbolic language
used within the narrative's climax and resolution offers a rich
insight into the themes and the psychological journeys of the
characters. The successful interpretation of these symbols
facilitates a powerful and emotionally resonant ending.

Applying Freud's Framework: Practical
Implications

By applying Freudian concepts to analyzing completed narrative
arcs, we gain a deeper appreciation of the psychological
complexity woven into compelling stories. This allows for a richer
understanding of character motivations, thematic resonance, and
the overall impact of the narrative on the audience. Educators
can use this framework to analyze literature with students,
fostering critical thinking skills and a deeper understanding of
human psychology. Screenwriters and novelists can draw
inspiration from this approach, crafting more psychologically
nuanced and emotionally impactful narratives.

FAQ

Q1: How does Freud's theory of the death drive relate to
narrative arcs?

Al: The death drive, or Thanatos, represents a fundamental
human instinct towards self-destruction or a return to a state of
nothingness. In narratives, this might manifest as self-destructive
behavior, a yearning for oblivion, or a fatalistic acceptance of
one's fate. A completed arc might involve the protagonist
overcoming this drive through self-acceptance, the discovery of
meaning, or the establishment of fulfilling relationships that
counter the pull towards nihilism. The successful resolution
demonstrates the triumph of life-affirming forces over
destructive impulses.

Q2: Can a narrative have a satisfying conclusion without
resolving all psychological conflicts?

A2: Yes. A narrative's "satisfying" nature is subjective and
culturally influenced. While complete resolution of all internal
conflicts can certainly create a sense of closure, a satisfying
ending can also arise from a nuanced depiction of ongoing
struggles, the acceptance of ambiguity, or a focus on personal
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growth rather than complete psychological healing. The key is a
sense of coherence and a feeling that the characters' journeys
have been meaningful, even if not perfectly resolved.

Q3: How can we distinguish between Freudian
interpretation and other approaches to narrative analysis?

A3: Freudian analysis focuses specifically on the unconscious
motivations of characters and the symbolic representation of
psychological processes. Other approaches, such as
structuralism or formalism, might prioritize elements like
narrative structure, language, or literary devices. However, a
multi-faceted approach that integrates different theoretical
perspectives can provide a richer and more nuanced
understanding of the narrative.

Q4: Is Freud's framework applicable to all types of
narratives?

A4: While Freud's concepts can be applied to a broad range of
narratives, their applicability might vary depending on the genre
and cultural context. Certain genres, such as fairy tales or myths,
might lend themselves more readily to psychoanalytic
interpretations due to their focus on archetypal characters and
symbolic representations. However, the underlying principles of
unconscious motivations and symbolic meaning can be explored
in almost any narrative.

Q5: What are the limitations of applying Freud's theories
to literary analysis?

A5: One limitation is the potential for over-interpretation or
imposing a predetermined framework onto the text. Another is
the inherent subjectivity of psychoanalytic interpretation;
different readers may arrive at different conclusions based on
their own biases and understanding of Freud's theories. Finally,
Freud's theories have faced significant criticism, and some of his
concepts are considered outdated or problematic by
contemporary standards. A critical approach acknowledging
these limitations is essential for rigorous analysis.

Q6: How does the concept of "regression" factor into the
understanding of narrative arcs?

A6: Regression, a return to earlier stages of psychological
development, can feature in narratives where characters revert
to immature behaviors or coping mechanisms under stress. The
successful completion of the arc might involve confronting and
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working through these regressive tendencies, ultimately
achieving a higher level of psychological maturity. This
resolution showcases the resilience of the human psyche and the
power of self-reflection.

Q7: Can a flawed character achieve a satisfying completed
arc?

A7: Absolutely. In fact, the exploration of flawed characters and
their potential for growth often forms the heart of compelling
narratives. A satisfying arc for a flawed character may not
involve a complete transformation, but rather a genuine
acceptance of their flaws while demonstrating some measure of
growth, learning, or adaptation. This can be more relatable and
psychologically nuanced than a simplistic "happily ever after"
ending.

Q8: How does the audience's own unconscious contribute
to their experience of a completed arc?

A8: The audience's unconscious biases, desires, and experiences
significantly shape their interpretation and enjoyment of a
narrative. A successful completed arc resonates with the
audience on an emotional level, often by mirroring or resolving
their own unconscious conflicts or anxieties. This creates a
cathartic experience, allowing viewers or readers to vicariously
experience the resolution of emotional struggles. The narrative's
success depends partly on tapping into these universal human
experiences.

Freud Evaluated the Completed Arc: A
Psychoanalytic Exploration of
Narrative Resolution

The winding down of a narrative arc, that satisfying click of
closure, is often more than just a tidy wrap-up. It represents a
mental journey, a process of transformation both for the
characters and, arguably, for the reader. This essay will analyze
the process of narrative resolution through the lens of Freudian
psychoanalysis, examining how the final stages of a story
resemble the workings of the unconscious mind, and how the
successful culmination of an arc can provide a sense of catharsis.
We will ponder the role of defense mechanisms, the importance
of symbolic representation, and the potential for genuine
psychological growth within the narrative framework.
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Freud himself, although not explicitly writing on narrative
structure, offered a rich theoretical framework that proves
remarkably relevant to the analysis of narrative arcs. His
concepts of the id, ego, and superego provide a useful model for
understanding the personal struggles of characters and their
journeys towards reconciliation. The impulsive drives of the id
can be seen in the character's initial intentions, while the ego
attempts to negotiate the conflict between these drives and the
demands of reality, represented by the superego and external
forces within the narrative.

A well-crafted narrative arc often mirrors the process of
psychoanalytic therapy. The rising action presents the character
with a series of challenges, akin to the patient's initial disclosure
of symptoms. These challenges force the character to confront
their inner turmoils, often triggering defense mechanisms such
as repression, denial, or projection. The climax represents a
point of intense anxiety, where the character must confront their
deepest fears and vulnerabilities. This mirrors the therapeutic
moment of epiphany, when repressed emotions and conflicts are
brought into conscious awareness.

The falling action, therefore, acts as a period of processing. The
character, having confronted their inner demons, begins to mend
their experiences and modify their behavior. The resolution, the
final step of the arc, presents a sense of finality. This isn't
necessarily a happy ending in the traditional sense, but rather a
sense of acceptance and integration of the character's journey.
The character might not have achieved all their initial goals, but
they have undergone a transformation, a development that has
changed their perspective and understanding of themselves and
the world around them.

For example, consider Hamlet’s journey. His initial id-driven
desire for revenge against Claudius is heavily mediated by his
ego's awareness of the social and moral implications. The play’s
climax sees Hamlet grappling with his deepest doubts and fears,
culminating in a violent and tragic resolution. However, despite
the tragic ending, the arc offers a sense of closure. Hamlet’s final
actions, though destructive, arise from a place of deepened
understanding of his own flaws and the complexities of the
world. His journey mirrors a psychological process of confronting
internal conflicts, leading to a certain, albeit tragic,
reconciliation.

The symbolic elements within a narrative arc further contribute
to its psychological impact. Symbols often represent unconscious
desires and anxieties, working on a level beneath conscious
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awareness. The successful completion of the arc frequently
involves the understanding of these symbols, leading to a deeper
understanding of the character's internal world. This mirrors the
process of dream analysis in psychoanalysis, where seemingly
random images and events are interpreted to uncover hidden
meanings and underlying psychological processes.

Applying Freud's framework to evaluate the completed arc has
practical benefits for both writers and readers. For writers,
understanding the psychological underpinnings of narrative
resolution allows for the creation of more compelling and
emotionally resonant stories. By consciously structuring their
narratives to mirror the process of psychological growth, writers
can create characters that feel real, relatable, and deeply
satisfying to follow. For readers, understanding the psychological
dynamics at play can deepen the experience of reading,
enhancing empathy and understanding of the characters'
motivations and actions.

In conclusion, Freud's psychoanalytic theories offer a powerful
lens through which to analyze the completed narrative arc. By
understanding the relationship between narrative structure and
the unconscious mind, we can gain a deeper appreciation for the
psychological complexities at play in stories, recognizing the
arc’s potential to represent and enact profound processes of
change and growth within the characters and within ourselves.
The successful resolution of a narrative arc, therefore, is not
merely a matter of plot resolution but a reflection of a profound
psychological journey.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: Is every successful narrative arc necessarily a happy
ending?

A: No. A successful narrative arc involves a sense of closure and
resolution, even if the ending is tragic or bittersweet. The
character's journey, and their ultimate transformation, are what
determine success.

2. Q: How can writers use Freud’s theories to improve their
storytelling?

A: By consciously creating characters with internal conflicts and
using narrative structure to mirror the psychological process of
growth and resolution. Understanding defense mechanisms and
symbolic representation can add depth and complexity.
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3. Q: Can this framework be applied to all types of
narratives?

A: Yes, while the examples used focused on novels, this
psychoanalytic lens can be fruitfully applied to various narrative
forms like films, short stories, even video games, providing
insights into their underlying psychological structure and impact.

4. Q: Are there limitations to applying Freud's theories to
narrative analysis?

A: Yes, Freudian theory, while influential, has its limitations and
criticisms. Applying it requires careful consideration and
awareness of potential biases and oversimplifications. Other
theoretical frameworks can offer complementary perspectives.
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