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Abstract 

This article applies Lacanian psychoanalysis to Ali Smith’s The Accidental, exploring the 

novel’s fragmented narrative as a reflection of identity and familial disarray. Using Lacan’s 

triadic framework of the Real, Imaginary, and Symbolic orders, the article examines how 

each member of the Smart family embodies these dimensions. Astrid’s reliance on visual 

recordings and fantasies situates her within the Imaginary, Eve’s engagement with historical 

narratives and societal roles reflects the Symbolic, and Magnus’s traumatic guilt over a 

cyberbullying incident confronts him with the unprocessed truths of the Real. Amber, an 

enigmatic and disruptive presence, destabilizes the family’s constructed identities, forcing 

them to grapple with their desires and the limitations of their frameworks of 

meaning.Through this analysis, The Accidental emerges as a profound commentary on the 

fluid and fragmented nature of selfhood. The interplay between the Lacanian orders reveals 

the inherent tensions in human subjectivity, where the pursuit of coherence and wholeness is 

continually undermined by lack and desire. By situating the novel within a psychoanalytic 

context, this article sheds light on the ways contemporary literature interrogates traditional 

notions of identity and family, offering broader insights into the complexities of selfhood 

and human relationships in a fragmented world. 
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Introduction: 

Ali Smith’s The Accidental is a multifaceted exploration of identity, family, and the 

transformative power of disruption. Published in 2005, the novel is set in a rural holiday 

home where the Smart family gathers for what initially seems like an ordinary summer 

retreat. However, the arrival of Amber, a mysterious and charismatic stranger, irrevocably 

alters the dynamics within the household. Amber’s presence serves as a catalyst for 

uncovering the hidden fractures and latent tensions that define the family’s relationships, 

exposing vulnerabilities, desires, and secrets that each member had carefully concealed. At 

its core, The Accidental grapples with questions of selfhood and the nature of personal 

identity. Each member of the Smart familyEve, the introspective mother and writer; Michael, 

the unfaithful stepfather and self-absorbed academic; Magnus, the guilt-ridden adolescent 

grappling with trauma; and Astrid, the precocious and observant young girlpresents a unique 

perspective on the shifting, often unstable nature of identity. These characters exist in states 

of personal fragmentation, seeking coherence within themselves and their family unit. 

Amber’s intrusion disrupts their carefully constructed self-conceptions, acting as a mirror 

that reflects their hidden truths and amplifies their insecurities. 

Smith’s novel also examines the family as a microcosm of broader social structures, 

highlighting the interplay between individuality and collective dynamics. The Smarts are 

bound together by shared spaces and routines but remain deeply disconnected in their 

emotional lives. The family’s dysfunction underscores themes of alienation and 

communicationor the lack thereofillustrating how modern families often struggle to bridge 

the gap between appearances and emotional authenticity. 

Disruption is a central theme in The Accidental, embodied in both the novel’s 

narrative form and its content. Amber’s arrival symbolizes an external incursion into the 

Smarts’ stagnant world, challenging their perceptions and expectations. Her ambiguous 

origins and refusal to adhere to social norms make her an almost mythic figure, embodying 

chaos and transformation. Through her interactions with the Smarts, Amber becomes a 

disruptive force that shatters their illusions of stability and compels them to confront their 

inner conflicts. 

The structure of the novel mirrors this thematic disruption. Smith employs a 

fragmented, multi-perspective narrative that shifts fluidly between the voices of the main 

characters. This narrative style immerses readers in the subjective realities of each family 

member, highlighting the fragmented nature of their experiences and their struggles to make 

sense of Amber’s influence. The nonlinear progression and varying tones reflect the novel’s 

preoccupation with the instability of meaning and the complexity of human relationships. 

Through its rich thematic layers and experimental form, The Accidental offers a profound 
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meditation on identity, family, and the transformative potential of disruption. Amber’s 

enigmatic presence not only destabilizes the Smarts’ lives but also serves as a lens through 

which readers can explore universal questions about the self, the other, and the limits of 

human understanding. Smith’s narrative invites us to consider the ways in which identity is 

constructed and deconstructed, both individually and collectively, in the face of unexpected 

encounters. 

Lacanian psychoanalysis offers a rich and nuanced framework for exploring the 

family dynamics in Ali Smith’s The Accidental. Rooted in the theories of Jacques Lacan, this 

lens delves into the intricacies of identity formation, the role of desire, and the ways 

individuals navigate the realms of reality, fantasy, and language. Central to Lacan’s 

framework are the three orders: the Real, the Imaginary, and the Symbolic, which together 

provide a comprehensive map for understanding human subjectivity and interpersonal 

relationships. These concepts illuminate the fragmented identities and disrupted connections 

within the Smart family, offering profound insights into the novel’s thematic core. 

The Real represents what exists outside of language and symbolic understandinga 

realm that is unmediated, raw, and impossible to fully articulate. It is associated with 

experiences that defy categorization, such as trauma, death, or pure sensation. The Real is 

pre-linguistic and resists being symbolized, which means it cannot be fully integrated into 

the frameworks of meaning that humans use to navigate the world. Encounters with the Real 

often provoke anxiety or disorientation because they confront individuals with the limits of 

their ability to represent or make sense of reality. In Lacan’s framework, the Real is the 

"impossible" that exists beyond the Imaginary and Symbolic orders, intruding into human 

experience in moments of crisis or profound disruption. In The Accidental, the Real manifests 

through the characters’ encounters with their unprocessed desires and hidden truths. For 

Magnus, this is evident in his guilt over the cyber bullying incident and his spiraling 

confrontation with existential dread. The Real erupts as a force that shatters his constructed 

sense of self and exposes the void beneath his identity. 

The Imaginary is the order of images and identifications, where individuals form a 

sense of coherence and unity. It is closely tied to the mirror stage, a formative moment in 

early childhood when the child first recognizes their reflection in a mirror. This recognition 

gives rise to an illusion of a whole, unified self, even though this coherence is a 

misrecognitionthe child identifies with an external image, not their fragmented internal 

experience. The Imaginary is the realm of fantasy and illusion, where individuals seek 

fulfillment and completeness. However, it is inherently deceptive, as the wholeness it offers 

is always an illusion, masking the underlying lack that defines human subjectivity. In the 

Smart family, Astrid embodies the Imaginary through her fascination with filming and 
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capturing images, particularly her obsession with dawns. Her camera becomes a tool for 

seeking order and meaning in a chaotic and fragmented reality, revealing her reliance on the 

Imaginary to construct her sense of self and the world around her. 

The Symbolic is the order of language, law, and cultural norms, through which 

individuals are integrated into society. Entering the Symbolic involves submitting to a 

network of meanings, rules, and structures that govern human relationships and identity. This 

process, referred to as the Name of the Father by Lacan, marks the subject’s acceptance of 

societal laws and the displacement of primary desires. The Symbolic is essential for 

communication and social functioning, but it also imposes limitations, as individuals must 

renounce certain desires to exist within this system. It is the order where meaning is 

constructed, but it is also marked by the gaps and contradictions inherent in language itself. 

Eve, the mother and writer, represents the Symbolic in her attempts to impose structure on 

her life through language and narrative. Her focus on documenting the past through historical 

narratives reflects her need to anchor her identity within the Symbolic, even as she struggles 

with the constraints it imposes on her personal freedom. 

Amber’s arrival disrupts the equilibrium of these three orders within the Smart 

family. Her enigmatic presence resists categorization within the Symbolic, defies the 

fantasies of the Imaginary, and forces a confrontation with the Real. Amber acts as a 

sinthomea Lacanian concept that functions as a stabilizing force amid psychic fragmentation, 

yet one that also destabilizes established structures of meaning. By introducing Amber as a 

disruptive agent, the novel challenges the family members to renegotiate their relationships 

to the Real, Imaginary, and Symbolic, revealing the fragile balance that underpins their 

identities. Applying Lacanian psychoanalysis to The Accidental thus enables a deeper 

understanding of the novel’s exploration of family, identity, and transformation. Through the 

lens of the Real, Imaginary, and Symbolic orders, the Smarts’ fragmented lives and their 

complex interactions with Amber emerge as a profound commentary on the nature of 

subjectivity and the disruptive forces that shape human existence. 

Lacan’s Imaginary is the realm of images and identifications, where individuals 

construct an illusory sense of completeness. For Astrid, her recordings provide a means to 

navigate the chaos of her inner and outer worlds by reducing complex and dynamic 

phenomena, like the unfolding of a day, into manageable and static visual representations. 

Astrid’s obsession with filming dawns reflects her attempt to capture the elusive concept of 

"beginnings." This pursuit aligns with the Imaginary’s promise of coherencea desire to 

anchor herself in a moment of clarity and renewal. However, dawn, as a liminal and transient 

phenomenon, resists such capture. The recorded dawns can only ever be representations, 

reinforcing the gap between the real event and its Imaginary reproduction. Astrid’s 
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preoccupation with beginningsfilming one dawn after anotherreveals her longing to find a 

definitive starting point or origin that could provide meaning and structure. She yearns for 

the comfort of knowing when and where things truly begin, whether it’s a day, a story, or 

even her own identity. This reflects Lacan’s assertion that the Imaginary offers a false sense 

of unity, as beginnings, like all moments in life, are always embedded within larger, ongoing 

processes. There is no absolute "beginning" to grasp, and Astrid’s project is inherently 

doomed to fail. 

Astrid’s fixation on filming also serves as a coping mechanism for her disconnection 

from the rest of her family. The camera creates a barrier between herself and the chaotic 

emotional world of her parents and brother, allowing her to retreat into a mediated version 

of reality. This retreat highlights the Imaginary’s promise of safety and control, even as it 

isolates her further. Astrid’s preoccupation with recording and observing rather than directly 

engaging under s ores her immersion in the Imaginary. By focusing on the visual and 

symbolic representation of reality rather than reality itself, she avoids confronting the messy, 

uncontrollable dynamics of her family and her own developing identity. Amber’s arrival 

disrupts Astrid’s reliance on the Imaginary. As a figure who resists clear categorization and 

refuses to conform to societal norms, Amber embodies an incursion of the Real into Astrid’s 

carefully constructed world of images. Amber’s presence forces Astrid to grapple with 

desires and uncertainties that cannot be framed or contained by her camera. 

Magnus, the teenage son in The Accidental, is a character profoundly shaped by his 

encounter with the Reala Lacanian concept representing the unsymbolized, raw reality that 

exists beyond language and meaning. His guilt over his involvement in a cyberbullying 

incident and the resulting suicide of a classmate bring him face-to-face with a trauma that 

disrupts his sense of self and detaches him from the Symbolic order of language, norms, and 

societal structures. Magnus’s journey vividly illustrates the destabilizing power of the Real 

and the psychic fragmentation it can induce. The cyberbullying incident in which Magnus 

participated leads to a classmate’s suicide, an event that becomes an overwhelming intrusion 

of the Real into his life. The Real is the realm of the unspeakable and the unprocessed; 

Magnus cannot fully articulate or rationalize his guilt because it exists outside the 

frameworks of the Imaginary and Symbolic that typically mediate human experience. 

Magnus’s shame intensifies his estrangement from the Symbolic. He perceives himself as 

monstrous and irredeemable, unable to reconcile his actions with any moral or social 

framework. This self-perception aligns with Lacan’s notion that the Real often manifests as 

an overwhelming lack or void that the subject struggles to bridge with the structures of the 

Symbolic. Amber’s enigmatic presence disrupts Magnus’s isolation, forcing him to engage 

with his trauma in ways he cannot articulate. She does not offer comfort in the conventional 
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sense but instead confronts him with the absurdity of his guilt and despair. By breaking into 

his closed world, Amber challenges Magnus to acknowledge his position within the Real and 

begin to confront the unprocessed emotions that have paralyzed him. 

Amber’s intervention begins to loosen Magnus’s attachment to the overwhelming 

void of the Real, allowing him to edge closer to re-entering the Symbolic order. Her 

provocations and challenges encourage him to process his guilt and re-engage with life, even 

if this process is incomplete and fraught with difficulty. Magnus’s encounter with the Real 

reveals the inherent fragmentation of the subject, a core theme in Lacanian psychoanalysis. 

His sense of self, previously mediated by the Imaginary and Symbolic orders, is shattered by 

the traumatic intrusion of the Real. His repeated mental replaying of the cyberbullying 

incident demonstrates the persistence of the Real, which resists resolution or closure. His 

suicidal thoughts signify his inability to find a way to integrate this experience into a coherent 

narrative or framework of meaning. Eve Smart in Ali Smith’s The Accidental embodies the 

tensions and complexities of navigating the Lacanian Symbolic order. As a mother and a 

writer, she occupies roles deeply embedded in societal expectations and linguistic structures, 

striving to create meaning and coherence amidst the inherent fragmentation of her personal 

life. Her fixation on historical narratives reflects her reliance on the Symbolic to impose 

order on the chaos of her inner world, even as this reliance highlights the limitations and 

inadequacies of such a framework. Amber’s influence compels Eve to reflect on her 

disconnection from her family and her reliance on external narratives to fill the void in her 

personal life. This disruption forces Eve to acknowledge the limitations of the Symbolic 

order and the need to engage with the unarticulated aspects of her identity and relationships. 

Eve’s navigation of societal expectations and her reliance on historical narratives 

highlight the complexities of her engagement with the Symbolic order. While motherhood 

and writing place her firmly within this realm, these roles also constrain her, amplifying her 

sense of fragmentation and disconnection. Her fixation on history reflects a desire to impose 

structure on her life, but it also reveals the limits of the Symbolic in addressing her deeper 

emotional needs. Amber’s arrival disrupts this fragile balance, forcing Eve to confront the 

inadequacies of her symbolic frameworks and engage with the chaotic realities of her 

existence. Through Eve’s character, The Accidental vividly illustrates the challenges of 

navigating the Symbolic order in the face of personal and familial fragmentation. 

Conclusion 

Ali Smith’s The Accidental emerges as a narrative deeply rooted in fragmentation, 

where the Smart family serves as a microcosm for exploring desire, fantasy, and the fluid 

boundaries of identity. Each member of the family embodies a different dimension of 

Lacan’s triadic framework: Astrid navigates the illusions of the Imaginary, Eve anchors 
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herself in the structures of the Symbolic, and Magnus confronts the unspeakable truths of the 

Real. Amber’s enigmatic presence acts as a disruptive force, exposing the disjunctions within 

each character and forcing them to grapple with the limits of their constructed identities. 

The novel’s fragmented narrative structure mirrors the psychological fragmentation of its 

characters, highlighting how identity is always in flux and mediated by external forces. In 

this sense, The Accidental transcends the boundaries of a conventional family drama, 

positioning the Smarts’ struggles as a broader commentary on the nature of selfhood and the 

human condition. The interplay between the Real, Imaginary, and Symbolic in their lives 

reveals the inherent tensions in human subjectivity, where the pursuit of coherence and 

wholeness is perpetually undercut by the inescapable presence of lack and desire. 
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