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PHANTASY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychoanalysis; Object Relations Theory

The term Phantasy (spelled with 'ph') is a highly specialized concept within Object Relations

Theory, developed by Melanie Klein. It refers to the fundamental, unconscious psychic

constructions, desires, or urges that are assumed to underlie all ideas, emotions, and behaviors.

Phantasy is understood as the primary mechanism through which instinctual drives are expressed

and converted into psychic reality, shaping the internal world of objects and relationships from the

earliest moments of infancy.

1. Core Definition: Unconscious Mental Activity

Phantasy, in the Kleinian sense, is the psychic counterpart to instinctual life. Every physical or

emotional experience--whether it is the urge to feed, the drive to destroy, or the feeling of being

satisfied--is immediately translated into a corresponding unconscious Phantasy. These Phantasies

are not merely thoughts; they are felt as concrete, bodily actions occurring within the mind. They

involve primitive interactions with internalized 'objects,' which are representations of external

figures (like the mother) or body parts (like the breast) that have been taken in or expelled by the

infant's ego.

Unlike conscious thought, Phantasy serves as the foundation upon which the infant organizes and

makes sense of the chaotic, overwhelming influx of internal and external stimuli. Because the

infant lacks the capacity for verbalization or abstract reasoning, these Phantasies are experienced

as literal, physical processes, such as introjecting (taking in) the good object, projecting

(expelling) bad feelings, or attacking the internal representation of the persecuting object. Phantasy

thus provides the initial structure for the ego, mediating between the raw biological urges and the

nascent psychic structure.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The introduction of the term Phantasy is credited to Melanie Klein, who began her pioneering work

in child analysis in the 1920s. While Sigmund Freud used the German term Phantasie to cover a

broad range of imaginary activity, Klein's clinical findings compelled her to establish a distinct term

for the deeply primitive, pre-verbal, and instinctually driven mental processes she observed in

infants. Klein argued that these processes were far more active and concrete than previously

recognized, serving as the constant, dynamic backdrop of the unconscious life.

The strategic use of the spelling 'ph' was formalized by the Kleinian school to differentiate this

powerful, structural concept from the more common, conscious meaning of 'fantasy' (spelled with

'f'), which refers to conscious daydreaming or imaginative storytelling. This spelling distinction
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signifies Phantasy's status as a fundamental, innate psychic factor that dictates how the ego

relates to internal and external reality, rather than a mere secondary process of conscious thought.

The concept became one of the cornerstones of the British Object Relations School following

Klein's death in 1960.

3. Distinction from Fantasy (with 'f')

The differentiation between Phantasy (unconscious) and Fantasy (conscious/preconscious) is

critical for understanding Kleinian psychoanalysis. Fantasy (with 'f') is generally considered a

product of the secondary process--it is reality-tested, often verbalizable, and involves directed

thought that serves functions such as coping with reality, intellectualizing desires, or engaging in

creative pursuits. It is accessible to conscious reflection and is often recognized by the individual

as "not real."

In sharp contrast, Phantasy (with 'ph') is characterized by its obligatory, primary process nature. It

is unconscious, inaccessible to direct introspection, and is experienced as absolute psychic reality

by the infant ego. Phantasy operates as the continuous background noise of the mind, driving the

choice of defense mechanisms and forming the template for all future object relations. For

instance, while a child might consciously 'fantasy' about being a superhero, their underlying

Phantasy might involve the unconscious belief that they must destroy an internalized persecutor

(bad object) to save the good object, leading to intense guilt and reparative behavior.

4. Key Characteristics and Underlying Mechanisms

Phantasies are fundamentally characterized by their bodily concreteness. They are inextricably

tied to instinctual aims, meaning they always involve action directed toward an object. These

actions, though occurring entirely psychically, mirror physical experiences. When an infant feels

aggression, the corresponding Phantasy is one of biting, penetrating, or shattering the object;

when the infant feels love, the Phantasy is one of merging with or incorporating the object.

Phantasy is the motor for the earliest defense mechanisms that shape the ego. These mechanisms

are themselves Phantasies of movement and interaction:

Introjection: The Phantasy of literally swallowing or taking the object inside the body/mind.

Projection: The Phantasy of squirting, emptying, or pushing internal contents (such as pain,

badness, or aggressive impulses) out of the self and into the external object.

Projective Identification: A complex Phantasy where parts of the self are unconsciously projected

into the other person, who is then manipulated, through pressure or behavior, to conform to the

projected part. The subject then identifies with the state of the recipient, leading to a profound

sense of confusion and control.
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5. The Role of Phantasy in Developmental Positions

The succession of Kleinian developmental positions is defined by the dominant type of anxiety and

the resulting defensive Phantasies employed by the ego. These positions are not fixed stages but

continuous, recurring modes of psychic organization.

The Paranoid-Schizoid Position (P-S)

In the first few months of life, Phantasies are characterized by splitting. The infant's destructive

Phantasies (derived from the death instinct) are directed toward the bad object, which is then

experienced as persecuting and dangerous. The core Phantasies involve fears of being attacked,

devoured, or poisoned by these internalized persecutors. Defensive Phantasies--massive

projection and splitting--are employed to preserve the ideal, good object from contamination by the

bad, destructive parts of the self. The stability of the infant during this time relies on the Phantasy

of successfully keeping the good and bad worlds apart.

The Depressive Position (D)

The transition to the Depressive Position occurs when the infant begins to integrate the split

objects, realizing that the loved, good object and the hated, bad object are one and the same (the

mother). The dominant Phantasy shifts from persecution to guilt and loss. The infant experiences

profound sadness and fear that their earlier destructive Phantasies have permanently damaged or

annihilated the loved whole object. This leads to the emergence of reparative Phantasies, where

the infant is driven by an overwhelming urge to restore, protect, and make amends to the damaged

object. The successful processing of these Phantasies is crucial for the development of mature

concern, empathy, and integrated self-identity.

6. Significance and Impact on Psychopathology

The concept of Phantasy is central to understanding psychopathology in the Kleinian framework.

Severe disorders, such as psychosis and borderline personality organization, are often seen as

fixations or regressions to the primitive, persecutory Phantasies of the Paranoid-Schizoid Position.

In these states, the individual relies heavily on massive splitting and projective identification, driven

by the Phantasy that external objects are filled with their own expelled badness, leading to intense

paranoia and relational chaos.

Furthermore, Phantasy helps explain the origin of internal conflict. Phantasies of excessive

aggression and destruction, when insufficiently neutralized or integrated, lead to the formation of a

severe and punitive Super-Ego (a key internal object), which persecutes the ego with guilt and

anxiety. Thus, Phantasy provides a detailed map of the internal world, illustrating how the infant's

earliest, non-verbal attempts to manage pain and pleasure establish the enduring patterns of
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psychological health or illness.

7. Further Reading

Melanie Klein: Wikipedia

Object Relations Theory: Wikipedia

Psychoanalytic Theory: Wikipedia
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