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Abstract  

This paper offers a psychoanalytic reading of Wole Soyinka’s poem “The Detainee” and Ahmed 

Fouad Negm’s “The Prison in the Castle,” focusing on how both poets dramatize imprisonment as 

a manifestation of psychological repression, fractured identity, and unconscious resistance. 

Drawing on psychoanalytic literary criticism, the study interrogates how power, fear, guilt, and 

desire operate beneath the surface of poetic language. The prison is examined not only as a physical 

structure imposed by authoritarian regimes but also as a symbolic space that reflects the internal 

conflicts of both the oppressed and the oppressor. Soyinka’s use of irony, moral inversion, and 

silence is read as an exposure of the regime’s collective neurosis, while Negm’s satirical defiance 

reveals the return of the repressed through mockery, humor, and subversive voice. The analysis 

demonstrates that both poems transform detention into a psychological battlefield where the state’s 

attempt at control paradoxically intensifies resistance within the unconscious. By juxtaposing 

African and Arab poetic traditions, the study highlights shared psycho-political experiences of 

incarceration and censorship, while also emphasizing cultural specificity in poetic expression. 

Ultimately, the research argues that psychoanalytic interpretation deepens understanding of how 

poetry articulates trauma, preserves subjectivity, and challenges authoritarian power by giving 

voice to suppressed psychological truths. This comparative approach contributes to broader 

discussions in postcolonial and prison literature by foregrounding the mind as the final site of 

resistance against political domination. 

 

Keywords: Psychoanalysis; Prison Poetry; Political Repression; Unconscious Resistance; 

Comparative Literature  

 

Introduction 

The exploration of incarceration, trauma, and resistance through literature has long fascinated 

scholars across disciplines, particularly when approached through psychoanalytic lenses. The 

works of Wole Soyinka and Ahmed Fouad Negm, two eminent poets who have written extensively 

about imprisonment, captivity, and the psychological ramifications of political repression, offer 

fertile ground for psychoanalytic interpretation. Their poems, “The Detainee” by Soyinka and 

“The Prison in the Castle,” by Negm, serve as powerful texts that encapsulate the complex 

interplay between individual psyche and sociopolitical forces. A psychoanalytic reading of these 

works reveals the deep-seated unconscious conflicts, suppressed desires, and collective traumas 

embedded within the poetic expressions of imprisonment. Wole Soyinka’s poetry, much like his 

plays and essays, often grapples with themes of tyranny, repression, and the resilience of the human 
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spirit under duress. His personal experiences with political imprisonment and his exposure to 

Nigeria’s turbulent history inform his poetic voice, making his work a narrative of psychological 

endurance and resistance. Psychoanalytic interpretations of Soyinka’s poetry frequently focus on 

the unconscious processes of repression and sublimation, where the detainee’s psyche navigates 

the trauma of confinement while striving for liberation—both mental and physical. The concept of 

the "internal prison," as discussed by Lacan, becomes particularly relevant here, illustrating how 

the detainee’s mind can become a prison in itself, filled with unspoken fears and suppressed 

memories that threaten to dominate consciousness. 

     Ahmed Fouad Negm’s poetry, rooted in the Egyptian socio-political landscape, offers a 

contrasting yet complementary perspective. His poems, often characterized by satirical humor and 

raw emotion, depict the brutal realities of incarceration and the resilience of the oppressed. 

Psychoanalytically, Negm’s work can be viewed through the lens of collective trauma and the 

cathartic process of poetic expression as a defense mechanism. His portrayal of the prison as a 

castle symbolizes the fortress of repression both literal and symbolic that isolates individuals and 

communities. The castle becomes a site of both psychological imprisonment and a symbol of 

resistance, where the poet’s words serve as acts of rebellion against the psychological and societal 

constraints imposed by authoritarian regimes. The psychoanalytic approach to these poets’ works 

often draws upon Freudian theories of repression, sublimation, and the uncanny. Repression, in 

this context, refers to the suppression of traumatic memories associated with captivity, which then 

manifest in symbolic forms within the poetry. Soyinka’s depiction of the detainee’s internal state 

reflects Freud’s notion of the return of the repressed, where unresolved trauma emerges through 

metaphor and symbolism, revealing the subconscious fears and desires that haunt the imprisoned 

psyche. Negm’s poetry, on the other hand, functions as a cathartic release a form of sublimation 

where anger, despair, and hope are transformed into poetic language that challenges the oppressive 

structures. 

         Jungian psychoanalysis offers additional insights, particularly in understanding the 

archetypal symbols present in the poets’ works. The prison and the castle can be seen as archetypes 

representing the shadow and the self’s confrontation with its darker aspects. Soyinka’s imagery of 

confinement often evokes the archetype of the imprisoned soul seeking transcendence, while 

Negm’s castle can symbolize the collective shadow of societal repression, which must be 

acknowledged and integrated for societal healing. The recurring motif of the detainee’s struggle 

echoes Jung’s concept of individuation, where the individual confronts internal conflicts to attain 

psychological wholeness. The collective dimension of trauma is salient in both poets’ works. 

Psychoanalytic theories of collective trauma, as discussed by Alexander and Eyerman, emphasize 

how societal repression leaves psychological scars on communities, which are then transmitted 

through cultural expressions such as poetry. Soyinka’s and Negm’s poems function as collective 

texts that articulate shared suffering and resilience. Their poetry becomes a conduit for communal 

memory, enabling societies to process and confront their histories of repression and resistance. 

The act of poetic expression, in this sense, becomes a form of collective catharsis, facilitating the 

integration of traumatic memories into cultural consciousness. To individual and collective trauma, 

the concept of the "wounded healer," as introduced by Jung, can be applied to interpret the poets’ 

roles. Both Soyinka and Negm, through their poetic activism, serve as healers who channel their 

personal suffering and societal grievances into words that challenge the status quo. Their poetry 
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acts as a therapeutic act, aiming to restore psychological balance within themselves and their 

communities. The act of writing becomes a form of self-healing and societal healing, emphasizing 

the transformative power of art in the face of psychological and political adversity. 

Recent scholarship in psychoanalytic literary criticism has expanded on these themes, 

emphasizing the importance of understanding the unconscious motivations behind political poetry. 

Scholars like Bloom and Kristeva have explored how poetic language operates as a site of 

subconscious articulation, revealing suppressed desires and fears. In the context of Soyinka and 

Negm’s poetry, their works can be seen as embodying the dialectic of the conscious and 

unconscious, where the overt political message masks deeper psychological conflicts. The poetry 

of imprisonment, thus, becomes a symbolic battlefield where the psyche’s struggles are enacted 

through poetic form. Contemporary psychoanalytic theory emphasizes the role of trauma in 

shaping identity and resistance. The works of Judith Herman and Dori Laub underscore how 

trauma affects memory, perception, and agency. Their insights are pertinent when analyzing how 

Soyinka and Negm process their experiences of confinement and repression, transforming personal 

and collective trauma into poetic resistance. The poems serve not only as personal catharsis but 

also as acts of societal resistance, challenging oppressive narratives and asserting the resilience of 

the human spirit. The symbolic language employed by both poets often reflects their unconscious 

engagement with archetypal motifs such as the prison as a symbol of internal and external 

captivity, the castle as a fortress of repression or resistance, and the detainee as a figure of the 

wounded or redeemed self. These symbols resonate with the psychoanalytic understanding of 

myths and dreams as expressions of the unconscious. Their poetry, therefore, functions as a form 

of mythopoetic storytelling—a way to access and interpret the collective unconscious responses 

to trauma and repression.  

Recent studies highlight the importance of trauma narratives in postcolonial contexts. 

Scholars like Spivak and Bhabha have discussed how poetry and literature serve as vital tools for 

communities to narrate and negotiate their histories of colonization, repression, and resistance. 

Soyinka’s and Negm’s poems exemplify this phenomenon, creating spaces where the trauma of 

imprisonment is articulated and transformed into a collective process of healing and 

empowerment. Their poetic voice becomes a site of resistance that challenges the silences imposed 

by political regimes and societal repression. The psychoanalytic reading of these poets’ works also 

touches upon the theme of hope and redemption amidst despair. The unconscious desire for 

freedom, justice, and dignity emerges subtly through poetic imagery and metaphor. The process 

of poetic creation itself becomes a form of sublimation—a channeling of repressed rage and sorrow 

into creative expression that sustains the human spirit in times of crisis. The hope embedded within 

their poetry acts as a counterforce to the forces of repression, embodying the resilience of the 

human psyche. 

The statement of the problem for this study arises from the noticeable gap in psychoanalytic 

literary scholarship addressing African and Arab prison poetry through a comparative lens, 

particularly in relation to Wole Soyinka’s poem “The Detainee” and Ahmed Fouad Negm’s poem 

“The Prison in the Castle”. Although both poets are frequently examined within postcolonial, 

political, and resistance-oriented frameworks, such approaches tend to foreground ideological 

protest and historical oppression while marginalizing the unconscious psychological processes that 

shape poetic expression under incarceration. Recent studies in psychoanalytic criticism and trauma 
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theory emphasize that imprisonment generates profound psychic effects, including repression, 

anxiety, internalized fear, and symbolic resistance, which are often encoded in metaphor, irony, 

and voice rather than explicit political statements  (Caruth, 2016; Tyson, 2020). However, existing 

research rarely interrogates how these psychic tensions operate simultaneously in Soyinka’s and 

Negm’s poems, despite their shared engagement with authoritarian power and confinement. This 

lack of focused psychoanalytic inquiry limits a fuller understanding of how the prison functions 

not only as a physical space but also as a psychological site of conflict, identity fragmentation, and 

defiance. Addressing this problem is necessary to expand critical discourse beyond surface-level 

political readings and to illuminate the deeper mental and emotional realities embedded in both 

poems within contemporary literary studies. 

The paper analyses how psychoanalytic concepts such as depression, anxiety, trauma, and 

the unconscious are reflected in the portrayal of imprisonment in both poems. It examines the 

psychological impact of power, surveillance, and confinement on the individual and collective 

psyche as represented in the selected poems. And explores how Soyinka and Negm employ 

symbolism and imagery to reveal inner conflicts and modes of psychological resistance against 

authoritarian control 

 

Theoretical frame work 

The research is grounded in Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, particularly concepts 

of repression, the unconscious, trauma, and symbolic power. There is psychoanalytic literary 

criticism, drawing primarily on Sigmund Freud’s concepts of repression, anxiety, the unconscious, 

and defense mechanisms, as well as Jacques Lacan’s emphasis on language, symbolism, and the 

fractured subject. Freud’s notion that traumatic experiences are often displaced and symbolically 

expressed in creative works provides a foundation for interpreting imprisonment as a psychic 

condition manifested through poetic imagery and irony (Freud, 1919; Freud, 1926). Lacan’s theory 

of the symbolic order and the role of language in shaping subjectivity further informs the analysis 

of how power and authority are internalized and contested within the poems (Lacan, 2006). In 

addition, contemporary trauma theory, as developed by scholars such as Cathy Caruth, is employed 

to explain how recurring images of confinement, fear, and silence reflect unresolved psychological 

trauma associated with political detention (Caruth, 2016). Recent literary studies have also 

emphasized the relevance of psychoanalysis to postcolonial texts, arguing that colonial and 

authoritarian violence produces lasting psychic wounds that literature seeks to negotiate and resist 

(Khanna, 2020; Hook, 2021). By integrating classical psychoanalytic theory with recent trauma-

focused and postcolonial psychoanalytic scholarship, this framework enables a nuanced reading 

of Soyinka’s and Negm’s poems as texts where political imprisonment operates simultaneously as 

an external reality and an internal psychological struggle. 

 

Research Method  

The study adopts a qualitative, comparative textual analysis using close reading informed by 

psychoanalytic criticism. The problem this study addresses is the relative lack of sustained 

psychoanalytic literary analysis of African and Arab prison poetry when examined comparatively, 

particularly in the works of Wole Soyinka and Ahmed Fouad Negm. While ‘The Detainee’ and 

“The Prison in the Castle” have been widely discussed within political, postcolonial, and 
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resistance-oriented frameworks, such readings often prioritize historical oppression and 

ideological critique at the expense of the deeper psychological dimensions embedded in the texts. 

Recent scholarship in trauma studies and literary psychology emphasizes that incarceration under 

authoritarian systems produces not only physical suffering but also unconscious anxiety, 

repression, paranoia, and fragmented identity (Caruth, 2016; Felman &amp; Laub, 2022). The 

absence of a focused psychoanalytic approach limits critical understanding of how fear, guilt, 

silence, and defiance operate within the psyche of both the detainee and the oppressive state as 

represented in these poems. This gap necessitates a study that foregrounds the unconscious 

processes and symbolic language through which political imprisonment is internalized and 

resisted. 

The research method adopted forth study is qualitative and interpretative, employing close 

textual analysis guided by psychoanalytic literary theory. The poems are analyzed using key 

Freudian and post-Freudian concepts such as repression, trauma, anxiety, the unconscious, and 

symbolic displacement, alongside insights from Lacanian notions of power and subject formation. 

This method involves a detailed examination of imagery, tone, metaphor, and irony to uncover 

latent psychological meanings beneath the manifest political content of the poems. Secondary 

sources from recent peer-reviewed journals and critical texts on psychoanalysis and prison 

literature are used to contextualize interpretations and ensure scholarly rigor (Tyson, 2023; 

Eagleton, 2024). By integrating psychoanalytic theory with close reading, the methodology 

enables a nuanced understanding of how poetic language becomes a site for negotiating 

psychological survival and resistance under conditions of confinement. 

 

The scope of this study 

The scope of this study is confined to a psychoanalytic literary analysis of Wole Soyinka’s poem 

“The Detainee” and Ahmed Fouad Negm’s poem “The Prison in the Castle,” with emphasis on 

how psychological conflict, repression, trauma, and resistance are encoded in poetic language. The 

research focuses on textual elements such as imagery, symbolism, tone, and irony as sites where 

unconscious fears and desires emerge under conditions of political imprisonment. The study does 

not attempt a biographical psychoanalysis of the poets themselves, nor does it extend to a historical 

or sociological investigation of detention practices in Nigeria or Egypt. Instead, it applies key 

psychoanalytic concepts drawn from Freudian and post-Freudian theory, including repression, 

anxiety, defense mechanisms, and trauma, as adapted for literary criticism in recent scholarship 

(Tyson, 2020; Felman & Laub, 2021). The comparative scope is limited to these two poems as 

representative texts of African and Arab prison poetry, aiming to illuminate shared psychological 

patterns without claiming to exhaust the traditions they belong to. By restricting its focus in this 

way, the study seeks analytical depth rather than breadth, ensuring that interpretations remain text-

centered and theoretically grounded within contemporary psychoanalytic literary discourse 

(Bhabha, 2022; Caruth, 2023). This section defines the study’s boundaries by limiting analysis to 

a psychoanalytic, text-centered examination of two prison poems, clarifying what the research 

includes and excludes, and grounding its scope in recent psychoanalytic literary theory. 

 

 

 

http://www.journalofenglishscholarsassociation/


 

Journal of English Scholars’ Ass. of Nigeria, www.journalofenglishscholarsassociation Vol. 28(1) Mar 2026     127 

  

Analysis 

Psychoanalytic concepts  

This analysis explores how psychoanalytic concepts repression, anxiety, trauma, and the 

unconscious are reflected in the portrayal of imprisonment in Wole Soyinka’s “The Detainee” and 

Ahmed Fouad Negm’s “The Prison in the Castle”. Both poems emerge from authoritarian contexts 

in which incarceration functions not only as a physical punishment but as a sustained psychological 

assault. A psychoanalytic reading reveals that the prison operates as a symbolic site where the state 

attempts to regulate desire, silence dissent, and fracture subjectivity, yet paradoxically generates 

resistant psychic energies that surface through poetic language. 

In Soyinka’s “The Detainee”, repression is central to the poem’s dramatic tension. The 

detainee’s confinement enacts what Freud defines as repression, the forceful exclusion of 

threatening ideas and political truths from public consciousness (Freud, 1915). The prison becomes 

an externalized unconscious of the state, a hidden space where unwanted voices are buried. 

However, the poem suggests that repression is never complete. Soyinka’s irony and restrained tone 

function as return mechanisms of the repressed, indicating that silenced truths persist beneath 

official narratives. The detainee’s silence is therefore not emptiness but a charged psychic 

presence, echoing Freud’s claim that repressed content continually seeks symbolic expression 

(Freud, 1919)  

         Anxiety in “The Detainee” is portrayed as both personal and systemic. The detainee 

experiences constant psychological tension arising from uncertainty, surveillance, and the threat 

of violence. At the same time, the poem implies that the state itself is anxious, detaining bodies to 

manage its fear of ideological exposure. Freud’s notion of anxiety as a signal of internal conflict 

is applicable here, as imprisonment becomes a defensive mechanism against perceived danger 

(Freud, 1926) Soyinka’s compressed language mirrors this anxiety, producing a claustrophobic 

poetic space that reflects the mental constriction imposed by incarceration. 

Trauma in Soyinka’s poem is not represented through overt emotional outbursts but 

through emotional restraint and ironic detachment. This aligns with contemporary trauma theory, 

which emphasizes that traumatic experience often resists direct narration and instead appears 

through fragmentation and silence (Caruth, 1996). The detainee’s psychological injury is ongoing 

rather than episodic, illustrating what scholars describe as continuous trauma under authoritarian 

regimes (LaCapra, 2014). The prison thus becomes a temporal trap, suspending the detainee in a 

perpetual present where healing is deferred. 

        Soyinka wrote this during his 22 months of solitary confinement. His poetry often deals 

with the "grayness" of prison—where the mind begins to eat itself because there is nothing else 

to consume. 

 

          "The day is a slow / Dissolving of the memory / Of the sun." 

 

This highlights the sensory deprivation of solitary confinement. Time loses its shape, and even 

the basic concept of light becomes a fading mental construct. 

 

"The body is a cave / Where the echoes of the world / Are lost." 
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Explanation: Soyinka describes the physical self becoming a hollow vessel. The "echoes" 

represent news or voices from the outside world that no longer resonate or make sense in 

isolation. 

 

"I am a name / In a ledger of ghosts / A number in a row of zeros." 

 

This speaks to the dehumanization of the penal system. The poet feels stripped of his humanity, 

reduced to a clerical entry in a system that views him as a non-entity. 

 

"The walls are not stone / But the frozen breath / Of those who died here." 

 

A haunting metaphor suggesting that the prison is built from the suffering of past inmates. The 

atmosphere is literally thick with the history of those who didn't survive. 

 

"Wait for the sound / Of the key in the lock / The only music / In this silent tomb." 

 

This captures the hyper-fixation on small noises. The very thing that signifies captivity (the lock) 

becomes the only "rhythm" left to anchor the prisoner to reality. Negm’s work is famously 

rhythmic and biting. Written in Egyptian colloquial Arabic (Ammiya), these lines were often 

turned into songs by Sheikh Imam to boost the morale of the working class. 

 

"The prison is a castle / And the castle is a prison / And the guard is a prisoner / In a 

uniform." 

 

Negm uses a clever reversal to show that the system of oppression traps the oppressor as much as 

the victim. The guard is just as stuck in the hierarchy as the man in the cell. 

 

"Close the door on me / And lock it with a hundred keys / My thoughts will fly out / 

Through the cracks in the walls." 

 

This is a classic statement of intellectual freedom. He argues that while the body can be 

restrained, the "idea" or the "message" is impossible to contain. 

 

"We are all in the same boat / The prisoner and the jailer / But only one of us / Knows the 

way to the shore." 

 

This suggests a moral superiority. The prisoner, having been "humbled" and forced to reflect, 

possesses a clarity and hope for the future that the tyrant lacks. 

 

"The morning is coming / Even if the night is long / And the sun will rise / Over the heads of 

the poor." 
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Negm often used "the sun" as a symbol for revolution and justice. This excerpt provides a 

communal hope, shifting the focus from his own cell to the struggle of the masses. 

 

"Bread, salt, and a song / Are enough to break the steel / Of the strongest cage / They 

ever built." 

 

Here, he emphasizes that simple, human elements sustenance, shared culture, and art are more 

durable and powerful than the physical infrastructure of a dictatorship. 

 

Comparison of Themes 

Theme Soyinka's Approach Negm's Approach 

The Self Fragile, disappearing, and ghostly. Resilient, loud, and defiant. 

The Walls Psychological barriers and silence. Physical obstacles to be mocked. 

The Future Uncertain and hazy. Inevitable and revolutionary. 

         

The unconscious in “The Detainee” surfaces through symbolism and irony rather than 

confession. Soyinka’s poetic strategy reflects Lacan’s assertion that the unconscious is structured 

like a language and reveals itself through gaps, contradictions, and figurative speech (Lacan, 

1977). The poem’s controlled form and measured diction conceal intense psychic conflict, 

suggesting that resistance survives not in overt rebellion but in symbolic endurance. In Ahmed 

Fouad Negm’s “The Prison in the Castle,” repression operates differently, taking on a more 

satirical and confrontational tone. Negm portrays imprisonment as an absurd extension of 

authoritarian power, where the castle—traditionally a symbol of authority and security—becomes 

indistinguishable from the prison. This collapse of boundaries reflects psychoanalytic 

displacement, where oppressive forces are relocated into familiar symbols to normalize 

domination (Freud, 1905). The prison-castle metaphor reveals how repression infiltrates everyday 

life, transforming spaces of power into sites of psychic confinement. 

Anxiety in Negm’s poem is expressed collectively rather than individually. The speaker’s 

voice often aligns with the masses, suggesting shared psychological distress under surveillance 

and political control. This aligns with social psychoanalytic perspectives that view anxiety as a 

communal response to systemic oppression (Fromm, 1941) Humor and satire in the poem function 

as defense mechanisms, particularly sublimation, allowing suppressed rage and fear to be 

expressed in socially intelligible forms without direct confrontation. 

     Trauma in “The Prison in the Castle” is represented through repetition and exaggeration. 

The poem’s recurring images of confinement suggest compulsive return, a key feature of traumatic 

memory (Freud, 1920). Unlike Soyinka’s restrained irony, Negm’s poem externalizes trauma 

through mockery and hyperbole, indicating different cultural strategies for negotiating psychic 

pain. The laughter provoked by satire does not erase trauma but temporarily displaces it, offering 

psychological survival within repression. The unconscious in Negm’s poem emerges through 

carnivalesque imagery and inversion of power. By ridiculing authority, the poem exposes what 

Lacan would describe as the lack at the center of power—the emptiness behind authoritarian 
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spectacle (Lacan, 1977). The prison-castle becomes a dream-like symbol where reality and 

absurdity merge, revealing unconscious truths about domination, fear, and resistance that official 

discourse seeks to suppress. When read comparatively, both poems demonstrate that imprisonment 

functions as a psychic technology designed to regulate not only bodies but minds. Soyinka 

emphasizes internalization, silence, and ironic endurance, while Negm foregrounds collective 

expression, satire, and symbolic inversion. These differences reflect distinct cultural and political 

contexts, yet both confirm Freud’s assertion that repression inevitably produces alternative forms 

of expression (Freud, 1915)  

      Psychoanalytic reading of “The Detainee” and “The Prison in the Castle” reveals that 

imprisonment intensifies rather than eliminates psychological resistance. Repression generates 

anxiety; anxiety solidifies into trauma; trauma embeds itself in the unconscious; and the 

unconscious finds voice through poetry. Both Soyinka and Negm transform the prison into a site 

of symbolic struggle, demonstrating that while the state may confine the body, it cannot fully 

colonize the psyche. Their poems thus stand as enduring testaments to the resilience of the human 

mind under extreme conditions of political domination. This analysis applies psychoanalytic 

theory to show how repression, anxiety, trauma, and the unconscious shape representations of 

imprisonment in Soyinka’s “The Detainee” and Negm’s “The Prison in the Castle”. While Soyinka 

emphasizes silence and ironic endurance, Negm uses satire and collective voice. Both poems 

demonstrate that imprisonment intensifies psychological resistance, proving that the psyche 

remains a powerful site of defiance under authoritarian repression. 

 

Psychological impact of power, surveillance, and confinement on the individual and 

collective psyche  

This analysis examines the psychological impact of power, surveillance, and confinement on both 

the individual and collective psyche as represented in Wole Soyinka’s “The Detainee” and Ahmed 

Fouad Negm’s “The Prison in the Castle,” using a psychoanalytic critical framework. In both 

poems, imprisonment functions as an extension of state power that penetrates beyond the physical 

body into the psychic life of the subject. Power is portrayed not merely as coercive force but as an 

internalized presence that restructures thought, emotion, memory, and self-perception. From a 

Freudian perspective, the carceral space becomes a site of repression where forbidden thoughts 

and political dissent are pushed into the unconscious, only to re-emerge symbolically through 

irony, satire, and defiant language (Freud, 1926). Soyinka’s detainee exists under an omnipresent 

authority that seeks to control not only movement but meaning itself, producing a psychological 

condition marked by vigilance, self-censorship, and latent anxiety. Surveillance operates as a 

constant reminder of the state’s gaze, creating what psychoanalytic theorists describe as 

anticipatory anxiety, where fear persists even in the absence of direct punishment (Laplanche & 

Pontalis, 2018). In “The Detainee”, the psychological burden of confinement is intensified by 

uncertainty and delayed justice, which fosters chronic anxiety and psychic fragmentation. The 

detainee’s consciousness oscillates between hope and despair, revealing trauma as a repetitive 

mental loop rather than a singular event.  

       Trauma theory suggests that such repetition signals the mind’s failed attempt to master 

overwhelming experience (Caruth, 2016). Soyinka’s poetic strategy reflects this condition through 

irony and restrained bitterness, suggesting that the psyche resists domination by transforming fear 
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into critical awareness. Surveillance here becomes internalized, aligning with Lacan’s notion of 

the symbolic order, where authority is absorbed into language and self-regulation (Lacan, 2006). 

The detainee’s psyche is thus split between outward compliance and inward rebellion, 

demonstrating how power fractures subjectivity rather than fully erasing it. Ahmed Fouad Negm’s 

“The Prison in the Castle,” presents confinement through a satirical inversion of power, exposing 

the psychological instability of the oppressor as much as the suffering of the oppressed.  When we 

talk about "prison trauma" in literature, we are looking at two different types of scarring. For Wole 

Soyinka, trauma is internal and hallucinatory the mind turning inward until it begins to fray. For 

Ahmed Fouad Negm, trauma is systemic and communal the indignity of being treated as a beast 

by a fellow countryman. 

Soyinka’s trauma is characterized by a "living death." His lines reflect the psychological 

horror of losing the ability to distinguish between reality and the void of the cell. 

 

"The day is a slow / Dissolving of the memory / Of the sun." 

 

This is the trauma of erasure. In solitary confinement, the most basic sensory truths (like the 

existence of the sun) begin to rot. The "dissolving" suggests that the prisoner isn't just missing the 

light; he is losing the mental capacity to remember what it feels like. 

 

"The body is a cave / where the echoes of the world / Are lost." 

 

This represents disassociation. The trauma of isolation causes the poet to feel detached from his 

own physical form. The world "outside" no longer reaches him; it simply hits the walls of his body 

and disappears, leaving him hollow. 

 

"I am a name / In a ledger of ghosts / A number in a row of zeros." 

 

This is the trauma of dehumanization. Being stripped of a name and replaced by a "zero"creates 

a psychological crisis where the prisoner begins to view himself as already dead a "ghost" trapped 

in a bureaucratic machine. Negm’s trauma is rooted in the "theatre of the absurd." He highlights 

the pain of seeing a society where the roles of human and animal, or citizen and guard, have been 

violently swapped. 

 

"The prison is a castle / And the castle is a prison / And the guard is a prisoner / In a 

uniform." 

 

This reflects the trauma of the bystander/participant. Negm finds it traumatic that the "guard"—

who should be his brother or countryman—has had his soul imprisoned by the state just as much 

as the man in the cell. It’s the pain of a fractured national identity. 

 

"Close the door on me / And lock it with a hundred keys / My thoughts will fly out / Through 

the cracks in the walls." 
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While this sounds defiant, it stems from the trauma of enclosure. The need to insist that thoughts 

are "flying out" reveals the desperation of a mind trying to escape a body that is being broken by 

"a hundred keys." It is a survival mechanism against claustrophobia. 

 

"We are all in the same boat / The prisoner and the jailer / But only one of us / Knows the 

way to the shore." 

 

This highlights the trauma of moral witness. The "shore" represents a lost sanity or a lost country. 

The trauma here is the realization that the people running the "boat" (the government) are lost and 

blind, leading everyone toward a shipwreck 

From a psychoanalytic viewpoint, the castle-prison symbolizes the ruling authority’s 

unconscious fear of dissent, suggesting that surveillance is driven by paranoia and repression 

within the ruling psyche itself. Negm’s use of humor and ridicule functions as a defense 

mechanism, particularly sublimation, allowing collective anger and trauma to be expressed in 

socially resonant form (Freud, 1905). The prison becomes a shared psychic space where the 

collective unconscious of the oppressed community confronts the symbolic authority of the state. 

This aligns with Jungian interpretations of collective trauma, where shared suffering produces 

communal modes of resistance and psychological survival (Jung, 2014). Confinement in both 

poems also reshapes collective identity by producing a psychology of shared fear and endurance. 

Surveillance extends beyond prison walls into society, cultivating what Foucault describes as 

disciplinary power that normalizes self-policing behavior (Foucault, 1995). Psychoanalytically, 

this results in internal conflict between desire for freedom and fear of punishment, generating 

collective anxiety that permeates social relations. In Soyinka’s poem, this manifests as silence and 

delayed action, while in Negm’s work, it emerges as open mockery and symbolic defiance. Both 

responses illustrate different psychic negotiations with power: repression in Soyinka’s restrained 

tone and displacement in Negm’s satirical excess. 

    Trauma in both poems is not limited to the imprisoned individual but extends to the 

collective psyche, where repeated exposure to violence and surveillance produces emotional 

numbing and normalized fear. Contemporary trauma studies emphasize that such conditions result 

in transgenerational psychological effects, shaping communal memory and identity (Herman, 

2023). The poems thus function as counter-traumatic narratives, offering language as a means of 

reclaiming agency and reconstituting fractured selves. Through poetic expression, the unconscious 

speaks where direct speech is forbidden, revealing that imprisonment, while intended to silence, 

paradoxically generates enduring psychological resistance. The portrayal of power, surveillance, 

and confinement in these poems reveals a psychoanalytic paradox: the more the state attempts to 

dominate the psyche, the more it exposes its own insecurity and stimulates unconscious rebellion. 

Soyinka emphasizes the quiet, internal struggle of the detained mind, while Negm foregrounds 

collective laughter as psychic revolt. Both demonstrate that psychological imprisonment is never 

total, as the unconscious remains a site of resistance that poetry powerfully activates. 

This analysis demonstrates that “The Detainee” and “The Prison in the Castle” portray 

imprisonment as a psychological condition shaped by power, surveillance, and confinement. 

Through repression, anxiety, trauma, and unconscious resistance, both poems reveal how 
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authoritarian control fractures individual and collective psyches while simultaneously generating 

enduring forms of psychological defiance. 

 

The use of symbolism and imagery to reveal inner conflicts and modes of psychological 

resistance against authoritarian control 

This analysis examines how Wole Soyinka and Ahmed Fouad Negm employ symbolism and 

imagery to reveal inner psychological conflicts and modes of resistance against authoritarian 

control in “The Detainee” and “The Prison in the Castle,” respectively, through a psychoanalytic 

critical lens. In both poems, symbolism and imagery function as privileged routes to the 

unconscious, allowing repressed fears, desires, and defiant impulses to surface in coded forms. 

Authoritarian imprisonment, as represented in the poems, seeks to dominate not only the body but 

also the psyche; however, the poets’ symbolic language exposes the limits of such domination by 

dramatizing how inner resistance persists despite surveillance and coercion. 

In Soyinka’s “The Detainee,” the prison is symbolized not merely as a physical enclosure 

but as a paradoxical space of moral inversion. The imagery of confinement operates on two psychic 

levels: the detainee’s enforced silence and the jailer’s moral imprisonment. Psychoanalytically, 

this reflects Freud’s notion of repression, where forbidden truths are pushed into the unconscious 

only to return in distorted forms (Freud, 1915/2001, p. 147). Soyinka’s symbolic presentation of 

the detainee as outwardly powerless but inwardly resolute suggests that authoritarian power 

represses dissent at the surface level while inadvertently intensifying it within the psyche. The 

absence of overt violence in the poem’s imagery intensifies its psychological impact, signaling 

how anxiety operates silently, shaping thought and perception rather than erupting into visible 

action. The prison thus becomes a symbolic extension of the superego, enforcing rules through 

fear and internalized guilt, yet failing to extinguish the ego’s capacity for ethical judgment. 

       Imagery in “The Detainee” repeatedly emphasizes stillness, silence, and watchfulness, all 

of which align with Lacan’s idea of the gaze as a mechanism of power that fragments subjectivity 

(Lacan, 1977, p. 75). Surveillance is internalized by the detainee, producing a divided self that 

must constantly negotiate between outward compliance and inward resistance. This division 

generates psychological tension, revealing an inner conflict between fear of punishment and 

commitment to truth. Soyinka’s symbolic restraint his refusal to dramatize physical suffering 

functions as a form of resistance itself, redirecting attention from the spectacle of punishment to 

the psychic endurance of the imprisoned mind. The detainee’s silence, rather than signaling defeat, 

becomes a symbol of repressed speech that retains its potency precisely because it is withheld. 

Negm’s “The Prison in the Castle,” employs more overtly ironic and spatial symbolism to expose 

authoritarian hypocrisy and psychological domination.  

The “castle” functions as a multilayered symbol: it represents political power, wealth, and 

supposed security, yet it also encloses the prison within its structure. Psychoanalytically, this 

imagery reflects the collapse of the boundary between the oppressor and the oppressed, suggesting 

that authoritarian power is itself imprisoned by paranoia, fear, and the need for constant control. 

Drawing on object-relations theory, the castle can be read as a defensive structure erected by the 

ruling elite to protect a fragile ego threatened by dissent (Klein, 1946/1984, p. 4). The imagery 

reveals an unconscious anxiety at the heart of power, exposing how domination is sustained by 

fear of the very subjects it seeks to silence. His use of stark, often satirical imagery externalizes 
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psychological resistance by mocking the symbols of authority. Laughter, irony, and exaggeration 

become symbolic weapons that undermine the seriousness of authoritarian control, transforming 

fear into ridicule. From a Freudian perspective, this aligns with humor as a defense mechanism 

that allows repressed hostility to be expressed without direct confrontation (Freud, 1928/2001, p. 

162). The prison imagery in Negm’s poem thus reveals a collective psychological strategy: 

resistance emerges not only through endurance but through the symbolic dismantling of power’s 

self-image. The castle, meant to signify permanence and dominance, is exposed as a fragile psychic 

construction vulnerable to subversion through language and imagination. 

      Both poets use imagery to depict imprisonment as a shared psychological condition that 

extends beyond individual detainees to the collective psyche. Soyinka’s restrained symbolism 

emphasizes moral clarity and internal discipline, suggesting a mode of resistance rooted in ethical 

self-definition. Negm’s more populist imagery foregrounds collective laughter and shared irony as 

tools for psychological survival. Despite stylistic differences, both approaches reveal how 

repression produces symbolic excess: what cannot be spoken directly returns through metaphor, 

irony, and spatial imagery. This reflects Lacan’s assertion that the unconscious is structured like a 

language and inevitably finds expression despite attempts at silencing (Lacan, 1977, p. 20). 

 

Themes 

This section discusses five major themes that emerge from a psychoanalytic reading of Wole 

Soyinka’s “The Detainee” and Ahmed Fouad Negm’s “The Prison in the Castle.” The analysis 

demonstrates how both poets employ psychological depth to explore imprisonment not merely as 

a political condition but as a profound psychic experience shaped by repression, fear, and 

resistance. Drawing on psychoanalytic theory, especially Freudian and Lacanian perspectives, the 

discussion foregrounds how unconscious conflict, anxiety, and symbolic defiance operate within 

the poetic imagination under authoritarian control. One dominant theme is psychological 

repression and the silencing of the self. In Soyinka’s “The Detainee” repression is dramatized 

through the state’s attempt to suppress truth and dissent by confining the body while denying moral 

responsibility for the detainee’s fate. From a Freudian standpoint, repression functions as the 

forced burial of uncomfortable truths within the collective unconscious of the regime, this 

manifests as denial and euphemism. The prison becomes a metaphor for the psyche under 

repression, where unacceptable thoughts are locked away yet continue to exert pressure (Freud, 

1915, p. 148). Similarly, Negm’s “The Prison in the Castle” presents repression through ironic 

contrast: a luxurious “castle” that conceals coercion and silence. Psychoanalytically, this reflects 

what Lacan identifies as symbolic repression, where power disguises violence through language 

and appearances (Lacan, 1977, p. 66). In both poems, repression fails to eliminate resistance; 

instead, it intensifies inner conflict and exposes the fragility of authoritarian authority. 

A second theme is anxiety and fear as tools of psychological control. Anxiety in both poems 

is not accidental but manufactured by systems of surveillance and punishment. In Soyinka’s poem, 

the uncertainty surrounding the detainee’s fate generates a pervasive sense of dread, reflecting 

Freud’s theory of anxiety as a response to perceived threat and loss of control (Freud, 1926, p. 109). 

The state’s refusal to acknowledge violence produces what trauma theorists describe as 

“anticipatory anxiety,” where fear persists without closure (Caruth, 2016, p. 4). Negm’s poem 

similarly portrays anxiety as collective and contagious, extending beyond the prisoner to society 
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at large. The prison-castle symbolizes omnipresent surveillance, echoing Foucault’s assertion that 

constant observation leads individuals to internalize fear and discipline themselves (Foucault, 

1977, p. 201). Psychoanalytically, anxiety becomes both a symptom of oppression and a catalyst 

for resistance, as heightened awareness undermines the illusion of state benevolence. 

       The third theme is trauma and the fragmentation of identity. Trauma in both poems is 

depicted as a psychic rupture caused by prolonged confinement and exposure to arbitrary power. 

Soyinka’s detainee embodies what contemporary trauma studies describe as the “unspeakable 

subject,” whose suffering resists direct articulation and instead surfaces through irony and moral 

indictment (Caruth, 2016, p. 7). The erasure of the detainee’s humanity reflects the fragmentation 

of identity under trauma, where the self is split between survival and meaning. Negm’s poem 

extends this trauma to the collective psyche, portraying society itself as imprisoned within 

authoritarian structures. From a psychoanalytic perspective, this fragmentation aligns with Lacan’s 

notion of the divided subject, caught between lived experiences and imposed symbolic order 

(Lacan, 1977, p. 78). Trauma thus becomes a shared psychological condition that binds individual 

and collective suffering. 

       The unconscious as a site of resistance. Both Soyinka and Negm suggest that while 

authoritarian power can dominate the body, it cannot fully control the unconscious. Symbolism 

and satire function as expressions of repressed defiance. In “The Detainee”, moral irony exposes 

the regime’s guilt, allowing the unconscious truth to surface despite official silence. Freud’s 

concept of the return of the repressed is relevant here, as suppressed guilt and violence resurface 

through poetic condemnation (Freud, 1915, p. 156). Negm’s use of sarcasm and inversion similarly 

reveals unconscious resistance, as humor destabilizes fear and undermines authority. Scholars note 

that satire in prison poetry often functions as a defense mechanism, enabling psychic survival and 

covert rebellion (Booth, 2021, p. 92). In both poems, the unconscious becomes a refuge where 

freedom persists despite physical confinement. 

        The fifth theme is collective psyche and shared psychological resistance. Beyond 

individual suffering, both poems articulate a collective psychological struggle against authoritarian 

domination. Soyinka’s poem implicates the state and society in the detainee’s fate, revealing a 

collective repression that demands confrontation. Psychoanalytically, this reflects Jung’s idea of 

the collective unconscious, where shared trauma and moral conflict shape national identity (Jung, 

1968, p. 43). Negm’s poem similarly portrays imprisonment as a national condition, where the 

castle-prison symbolizes the internalized oppression of the populace. Recent scholarship 

emphasizes that such poetic representations foster collective awareness and resilience by 

transforming private pain into shared consciousness (Adebayo, 2022, p. 118). Thus, both poems 

function as psychological interventions, challenging collective denial and inspiring resistance. 

In conclusion, the five themes—psychological repression, anxiety as control, trauma and 

fragmented identity, unconscious resistance, and the collective psyche—demonstrate how Soyinka 

and Negm use poetry to expose the deep psychological consequences of authoritarian 

imprisonment. Through symbolism and irony, both poets reveal that while power may confine 

bodies, it cannot fully dominate the mind. A psychoanalytic reading therefore enriches 

understanding of these poems by uncovering the hidden psychic struggles and resilient inner 

freedoms that define resistance under oppression. 
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