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delusions that challenge any stable interpretation. The son suffers from
“referential mania”, a condition in which every natural or artificial object (clouds,
dead birds, playing cards, telephone rings) seems to carry a coded message
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Vladimir Nabokov’s short story ‘Signs and
Symbols’ (1948) presents a deceptively
simple narrative: an elderly Jewish couple
visiting their mentally ill son in a
sanatorium, then returning home to
receive puzzling phone calls. However,
beneath this surface lies a dense network
of signs, symbols, and referential delusions
that challenge any stable interpretation.
The son suffers from “referential mania”, a
condition in which every natural or
artificial object (clouds, dead birds, playing
cards, telephone rings) seems to carry a
coded message uniquely addressed to him.
This clinical picture resonates deeply with
Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory,
particularly his concepts of the split
subject, the three registers (Imaginary,
Symbolic, Real), and the fundamental role
of misrecognition and slippage in the
production of meaning. This study asks:
How does Nabokov’s story stage Lacanian
category errors, and what are the
implications for understanding
subjectivity and literary signification? By
combining psychoanalysis and semiotics,
the researcgh moves beyond traditional
symbol-hunting to reveal the structural
indeterminacy that defines both psychosis
and narrative art.

2. Purpose, Literature

Review, and Method
The purpose of this research is to analyze
‘Signs and Symbols’ as a textual laboratory
where  Lacanian  category  errors
(mistaking the Real for the Symbolic and
the Symbolic for the Real) and
indeterminacies of signification are
dramatized. Unlike previous studies, such
as Carroll’s (1974) early symbolic decoding,
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Hagopian’s (1981) psychiatric reading,
Lane’s (1986) Lacanian analysis of
referential mania, or Garrido’s (2013)
Freudian-Lacanian interpretation, the
present research offers a systematic
integration of the Imaginary-Symbolic-
Real triad with the mechanisms of
foreclosure and jouissance. It also
addresses a gap: most analyses focus on
the son’s psychosis, neglecting the
parents’ gradual entanglement in the same
semiotic confusion and the reader’s forced
participation .

Methodologically, the study adopts a
qualitative, analytical-critical approach.
First, it elaborates Lacan’s theoretical
framework: the mirror stage as primordial
misrecognition; the distinction between
need, demand, and desire; the object petit
a as the cause of desire; and the notion
that “the unconscious is structured like a
language,” meaning that signification
always slips. Then, it applies this
framework to four interconnected
dimensions of the story: (1) the son’s
referential mania as a psychotic
foreclosure of the paternal metaphor; (2)
the parents’ failed attempts to stabilize
meaning, which ironically reproduces
categorical errors; (3) the conflict between
internal (private, paranoid) and external
(social, verifiable) significations; and (4) the
philosophical consequences of structural
indeterminacy for the reader.

3. Discussion

The analysis reveals several key findings.
First, the son embodies the Lacanian split
subject in its most radical form. His
referential mania is not a simple cognitive
mistake but a structural foreclosure: the
fundamental signifier (Name-of-the-
Father) is rejected from the Symbolic
order, so it returns in the Real as
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unassimilable,  persecutory meaning.
Every contingent detail, the dead bird, the
jam jars arranged in a row, the repeated
wrong-number phone calls, is
experienced as a direct, hostile address.
This is a paradigmatic category error: the
Real (random material events) is mistaken
for the Symbolic (a coded message) .

Second, the parents, though apparently
sane, gradually enter the same semiotic
vortex. When they return home, they
cannot help interpreting the bird, the
telephone, and the boy’s old photographs
as omens. Their loving but anxious gaze
transforms neutral objects into signs of
possible suicide or recovery. This shows
that the category error is not merely
psychotic; it is a structural possibility of all
subjectivity. The parents’ rationality is
porous; they oscillate between scientific
explanation (the bird is just dead) and
paranoid interpretation (the bird is a
warning). Nabokov thus blurs the line
between normal and pathological
meaning-making.

Third, the story constructs a systematic
indeterminacy of signification. The famous
“third telephone call” at the end, which
may be another wrong number, the son’s
escape, or a message from an unknown
other, remains permanently undecidable.
Likewise, the son’s suicide attempt
(mentioned in the parents’ conversation)
and the final image of the mother
“straining to hear something” suspend
closure. This structural openness forces
the reader into the position of the
paranoid subject: we too search for a
hidden code, but the text offers only
contradictory clues. Lacanian theory
accounts for this through the concept of
jouissance, the excessive, painful pleasure
of being caught in an endless chain of
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signifiers. The reader shares the son’s
referential mania as a textual effect.

Fourth, the story critiques naive
representationalism. Nabokov does not
use symbols as stable allegories (e.g., the
bird does not simply mean “death” or
“hope”). Instead, symbols function as
floating signifiers whose meaning depends
entirely on the subject’s position. This
aligns with Lacan’s dictum that “a signifier
represents the subject for another
signifier.” Meaning never arrives; it
perpetually defers.

4. Conclusion

‘Signs and Symbols’ is far more than a
clinical case study or a postmodern puzzle.
It is a profound meditation on the human
condition as caught between the need for
meaning and the impossibility of stable
signification. Through the lens of Lacanian
psychoanalysis, we see that the son’s
referential mania is an extreme
maghnification of a universal structure:
every subject interprets signs from a
private, desiring position, and every
interpretation risks misrecognition. The
parents represent the tragic effort to love
and protect within this broken semiotic
field; an effort that cannot fully succeed
but remains ethically indispensable.
Nabokov’s narrative technique, with its
scrupulous detail and withheld resolution,
does not mock the search for meaning;
rather, it dignifies the struggle. The story’s
final, unanswered telephone call is not a
gimmick but a powerful image of human
transcendence: the willingness to listen
even when no final message can be
confirmed. Thus, the originality of this
study lies in demonstrating that category
error and indeterminacy are not flaws to
be eliminated but the very condition of
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subjectivity, art, and ethical attention to
the other.
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