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Abstract:

This paper studies the philosophical conflict between illusion and truth in Life Is a Dream by Pedro
Calderdn de la Barca, one of the most significant works of Spanish Golden Age theatre. Written
during the Baroque period, the play presents a complex exploration of reality, perception, and
human existence through the experiences of the protagonist, Segismundo. Imprisoned from birth
because of a prophecy predicting his tyranny, Segismundo grows up isolated from society and
uncertain of his identity. When he is temporarily taken to the royal court and later convinced that
the experience was merely a dream, he begins to question the nature of truth and reality itself. The
paper explores how Calderén employs dream imagery, symbolism, and dramatic conflict to blur the
boundaries between illusion and reality. Through a philosophical and literary analysis of
Segismundo’s psychological transformation, the study investigates themes such as free will, destiny,
moral consciousness, and the instability of human perception. By combining theatrical expression
with philosophical analysis, Life Is a Dream transcends its historical context and continues to remain
relevant in discussions of identity, existence, and human consciousness. The study highlights how
Calderén transforms drama into a medium for reflecting upon the deeper uncertainties of human
life. The research analysis that Calderén presents life as transient and uncertain, comparable to a
dream, while simultaneously emphasizing the importance of moral behaviour and self-awareness.
Even in a world where reality appears uncertain, the play suggests that individuals remain ethically
responsible for their actions.

Keywords: Illusion and reality, Human perception, Human existence, Free will and destiny, Spanish

Golden Age theatre.
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INTRODUCTION:

Life is an illusion. More specifically, it is a only measured by our heads and our unified
system of illusion. The value of it on Earth is perception of reality. One that does not
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necessarily deviate from our own unique
perspectives, but one that can allow us to
follow our common goals. To proudly have our
families filled not only with love, but also to
enter our own purposes in existence.
Perception is, in other words, but a means to
an end. A tool that can have different degrees
of functionality, in relation to our ambitions.”

(Igal Shenderey, 2025)

Figure 1: Spanish Age Golden Age theatre

Spanish Golden Age theatre

Spanish Golden Age theatre arose during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and
became one of the richest literary ethnicities in
Europe. The dramatic works belonging to this
period explored themes such as Honour,
Religion, Morality, Destiny, and Human
existence. This period was often referred to as
the “Siglo de Oro’ in Spain. This period also
marked flourishment of Spanish Literature, Art
and Drama by creating most influential
playwrights and plays in the theatrical history
of Europe. Theatre during this period was not
merely a form of entertainment but also a

medium through which Social, Religious,
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Political, and Philosophical ideas were
discovered. Influenced by the Baroque world-
view, Golden Age drama regularly echoed
themes of [Illusion and Uncertainty.
Playwrights used imagery and histrionic
conflict to examine deeper questions
concerning human existence and reality. Inside
this literary norm, philosophical drama
accomplished importance as it encouraged
audiences to reflect upon the nature of truth,

free will, and moral responsibility.

Playwright and Play

Pedro Calderén de la Barca (1600-1681) was
known as one of the most renowned
playwrights of Spanish Golden Age theatre and
a major literary figure of the period of Baroque
in Spain. He is widely recognized for
contributing significantly to Spanish drama and
theatre through his intellectually rich and
philosophically multifaceted theatrical works.
Succeeding the tradition established by earlier
dramatists such as Lope de Vega, Calderon
refined Spanish theatre by integrating deeper
philosophical inquiry, symbolism, and moral
reflection into dramatic narratives. Unlike
many playwrights, whose works chiefly
emphasized entertainment, Calderon used
theatre as a medium to discover weighty
questions regarding human existence, morality,

destiny, religion, and free will. His plays often
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portray characters provoked with uncertainty,
internal conflict, and ethical dilemmas, thereby
reassuring audiences to reflect upon the
complexities of life and human consciousness.
Strongly prejudiced by the Baroque world-
view, Calderon’s dramatic style recurrently
reflects ideas of illusion, variability, and the

provisional nature of worldly experience.

Figure 2: Pedro Calderdn de la Barca
(1600-81)
One of the distinctive characteristics of
Calderén’s drama is his symbolic and
philosophical treatment of reality, his works
repetitively examine the uncertainty between
appearance and truth and question the extent to
which entities possess control over their lives.
These apprehensions are particularly evident in
his philosophical masterpiece, Life Is a Dream
(La Vida es Suefio), which continues to be
regarded as one of the most influential works
of Spanish literature. Life Is a Dream (La Vida
es Suefo), first published in 1635, is widely
regarded as one of Pedro Calderon de la
Barca’s utmost dramatic achievements and a
cornerstone of Spanish Golden Age theatre.
Written during the Baroque period, the play
dramatic

syndicates storytelling  with
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philosophical reflection, making it one of the
most intellectually and noteworthy works of

Spanish literature.

The play recounts the story of Segismundo,
who is the prince of Poland, but who is also
imprisoned from birth by his father called King
Basilio, due to an astrological prophecy
predicting that Segismundo would grow into a
violent and tyrannical ruler. Therefore, he is
isolated from society and deprived of
knowledge and about his royal identity.
Segismundo spends his early life confined
inside a tower. Seeking to test the foretelling,
Basilio later brings Segismundo to the palace
and briefly reestablishes him to his rightful
position as a prince. However, dazed by hasty
authority and being unaccustomed with social
norms, Segismundo behaves destructively,
apparently confirming to fears of Basilio.
Subsequently, he is imprisoned again and made
to believe that his experience at court was
merely a dream. This anecdote becomes vital to
the philosophical implication shown in the
play. Segismundo’s confusion regarding dream
and reality leads him to question the certainty
of human experience and the nature of truth
itself. Through this uncertainty, Calderén
explores philosophical concerns related to
illusion and reality, free will and destiny,
morality, identity, and human existence. The

famous recurring idea that ‘life itself may be a
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dream’ assists as a metaphor for the
uncertainty and passing nature of worldly

experience.

Despite the philosophical complexity which
the play ultimately conveys an ethical message,
Calderon suggests that even if reality remains
uncertain, individuals must continue to act with
wisdom, restraint, and moral responsibility.
For this reason, Life Is a Dream remains highly
relevant in literary and philosophical
discussions concerning human consciousness,

ethical conduct, and the search for meaning.
Philosophical Context of the Narrative

Written in the year 1636, Pedro Calderon de la
Barca’s Life is a Dream is a masterpiece of the
Spanish Baroque period. Its philosophical
context is deeply rooted in 16" and 17"
century’s European thought, bridging the
theological tenets of the Catholic Counter-
Reformation, the influence of Neoplatonism,
and the emerging existential apprehensions of
a rapidly changing world. This moment
becomes central to the philosophical depth of
the play. Unable to differentiate between dream
and reality, Segismundo begins to question the
nature of existence, truth, and perception.
Calderon uses this uncertainty to raise
profound philosophical concerns that if reality
itself is unstable or deceptive, how should

individuals understand themselves and their
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actions? Through Segismundo’s inner battle,
the play reflects wupon illusion, moral
consciousness, and the fragile limit separating

truth from appearance.

The central philosophical context of play
grapples with a series of core dichotomies such

as,

o Free Will VS Predestination

(Determinism)

The Baroque era was gripped with the tension
between a sovereign, all-seeing God and
humanity's God-given free will. King Basilio
relies on fortune-telling to determine if his son,
Segismundo, will become a tyrannical ruler. To
avert this fate, he isolates Segismundo in a
tower. Though, this attempt to bypass divine
order causes the precise chaos the king feared.
Eventually, the play argues that ‘Free will
triumphs over destiny’. Segismundo’s
capacity to conquer his own brutish passions
reveals that human beings are indeed capable

of making moral choices.

e lllusion vs Reality (Epistemology)

The collapse of medieval certainties and the
disillusionment of the Spanish Empire’s decline
led thinkers to question the dependability of
When

momentarily dragged to the palace, his father

human acuity. Segismundo s
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drugs him and tells him it was all a ‘beautiful
dream’. This creates an epistemological crisis.
Segismundo struggles to understand what is
truly factual. He concludes that since corporeal
life is temporary and ultimately vanishes, it is
fundamentally no dissimilar from a dream. The
philosophical message is that we should treat
worldly supremacy and glory as fleeting
illusions, acting with virtue irrespective of

whether we are awake or asleep.

e Reason vs Passion (Neoplatonism)

Neoplatonism which is profoundly influential
in the Renaissance and Baroque periods,
highlighted the ascent of the soul from the
material world which in other words also mean
to be driven by raw passion and instinct to the
spiritual world which means to be guided by
intellect and reason. Segismundo begins his life
as a prisoner, chained and robed in an animal
skin. In such state, he is ruled by wild,
uninhibited rage and passion. When he is
exposed to the external world, he fails the
moral test of reigning. However, upon being
dragged back to his cell, he learns to govern his
agony through the practice of reason, free will,

and virtue.

e Meta-theatre as a Philosophical Tool

The Baroque mindset observed the world as a

majestic stage designed by God, where humans
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perform the roles which they are individually
assigned. Calderdn utilizes meta-theatre (a play
within a play) to force the viewers to question
their own existence. By watching Segismundo
question the reality of his own settings, the
audience is prompted to imitate on the
inauthenticity of their own social rank, power,

and reality.
Illusion and Human Existence

One of the central philosophical concerns in
Life Is a Dream is the uncertainty between
illusion and reality. Segismundo’s abrupt
movement from imprisonment to royal life and
back to confinement ignites misperception
regarding what is real and what merely appears
to be true. When he is well-versed that his
experience at the palace was only a dream, he
instigates questioning the inevitability of
human experience and discernment. Calderon
uses this confusion to convey a philosophical
reflection on the volatility of truth. The play
proposes that reality may not always be entirely
understood and that human beings habitually
struggle to distinguish appearance from truth.
Through Segismundo’s uncertainty, Calderon
raises broader philosophical questions
regarding how individuals understand the
world around them and whether certainty is
ever truly possible. The theme of human

existence is explored through Segismundo’s
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experiences of isolation, suffering, and self-
discovery. Having been imprisoned from birth,
Segismundo grows up without social
interaction, freedom, or awareness of his royal
identity. As a result, he struggles to understand

himself and his place in the world.

His journey reflects deeper philosophical

concerns regarding existence and self-

awareness. Segismundo’s confusion
symbolizes the human struggle to recognize
fortitude and identity in  uncertain
circumstances. Over a period, however, he
develops greater understanding and self-
control, suggesting that personal growth arises
through reflection and experience. Calderdon
ultimately projects human existence as
uncertain yet meaningful. Even in situations of
confusion and instability, individuals hold the

ability to make conscious and ethical choices.

OBJECTIVES

To Explore Illusion and Truth in Life Is a

Dream

The foremost objective of the research is to
explore the philosophical tension between
illusion and truth in Life Is a Dream. The study
seeks to examine how Pedro Calderén de la
Barca constructs  uncertainty  through
Segismundo’s experiences and his inability to

clearly distinguish dream from reality. The
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recurrent  shifts between imprisonment,
impermanent freedom, and confinement create
confusion regarding what is genuine and what
merely appears to be true. Through these
experiences, the play questions the
trustworthiness of human perception and
presents reality as unstable and uncertain.
Furthermore, this objective aims to understand
how the idea of illusion operates not merely as
a dramatic element but also as a philosophical
framework through which the audience is
encouraged to question the nature of truth
itself. Calderon suggests that individuals often
perceive  reality  through  incomplete
understanding and temporary experiences,
making certainty difficult to attain. The
research therefore investigates how the play
challenges conventional distinctions between
appearance and truth and presents life itself as

a condition shaped by uncertainty.

Figure 3: Pedro Calderdn de la Barca's

play Life Is a Dream

In addition, this objective seeks to analyse how
the tension between illusion and truth

contributes to the larger philosophical message
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of the play. By examining Segismundo’s
reflections and emotional conflict, the study
discovers how uncertainty influences human
understanding and raises timeless questions
concerning knowledge, truth, and lived

experience.

To Examine Human Existence through

Segismundo’s Experiences

The subsequent objective of this research is to
examine the theme of human existence through
the experiences of Segismundo, the central
character of the play. Segismundo’s life begins
in isolation, as he is imprisoned from birth and
denied freedom, social interaction, and
knowledge of his identity as a prince. These
unusual upbringing shapes his understanding
creates emotional and

Through

of himself and
psychological misperception.
Segismundo’s surroundings, the study explores
how deprivation, uncertainty, and suffering
influence  self-awareness and  human
understanding. The objective further seeks to
study how Segismundo’s journey reflects
broader philosophical concerns related to
existence, identity, and the search for meaning.
Having lived without any sort of authority over
his life, Segismundo constantly questions his
purpose, his  experiences, and  his
understanding of reality. His confusion echoes

the universal human scuffle to understand
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oneself and one’s purpose in the world,
particularly in situations marked by uncertainty
and instability.

Moreover, the research also examines how
Segismundo’s personal transformation reflects
philosophical ideas concerning growth and
self-awareness. Despite experiencing
confusion and emotional conflict, he gradually
develops a deeper understanding of himself and
begins exercising greater control over his
actions. Through this transformation, Calderon
presents human existence as a process of

learning, reflection, and moral development.

To Analyse Moral Responsibility in

Uncertain Situations

The third objective of this research is to analyse
the role of moral responsibility in situations
characterized by uncertainty and confusion.
One of the significant philosophical concerns
in Life Is a Dream lies in its suggestion that
uncertainty regarding reality does not eliminate
ethical responsibility. Even  though
Segismundo struggles to understand whether
his experiences are real or imagined, he
gradually learns the importance of restraint,
wisdom, and moral conduct. This objective
seeks to examine how Calderén portrays
ethical behaviour as an essential aspect of
human life despite instability and uncertainty.

At the beginning of the play, Segismundo

Copyright: © The authors. This article is open access and licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)



reacts impulsively and violently due to his
suffering and unfamiliarity with freedom.
However, after reflecting upon his experiences,
he begins to make conscious and responsible
decisions. His transformation becomes central
to understanding the moral philosophy of the
play. Furthermore, this research aims to
investigate how Calderon emphasizes the
importance of moral consciousness regardless
of external circumstances. The play suggests
that even if life itself appears temporary or
uncertain, individuals continue to possess
responsibility for their actions. Through
Segismundo’s journey, Calderén ultimately
presents ethical conduct not as dependent upon
certainty but as a necessary human
responsibility in all situations.

DISCUSSION

lHlusion and Truth in Life Is a Dream

ILLUSION

g

REALITY

APPEARANCE

PERCEPTION ESSENCE

TRUTH

Figure 4: Illusion vs Reality

One of the central philosophical concerns in
Life Is a Dream is the tension between illusion
and truth. Throughout the play, Segismundo
experiences confusion regarding whether his
experiences are real or imagined. After
spending most of his life imprisoned in a tower,

he is suddenly brought to the royal palace and
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treated as a prince. However, after behaving
impulsively, he is once again returned to
confinement and informed that his experience
at court was only a dream. This uncertainty
becomes an important element of the play.
Segismundo struggles to distinguish between
dream and reality, causing him to question the
reliability of his own experiences. His
confusion reflects broader concerns regarding
truth and perception, as reality in the play

constantly appears unstable and uncertain.

The idea that life itself may resemble a dream
becomes a recurring philosophical concern
throughout the narrative. Segismundo begins
questioning whether human beings can ever
possess complete certainty regarding what is
real. Through this uncertainty, the play presents
illusion as an important element shaping
human understanding and  experience.
Furthermore, Calderén repeatedly presents
situations in  which appearances seem
deceptive or uncertain. Characters often act
according to assumptions, misunderstandings,
or incomplete knowledge, further emphasizing
the fragile boundary between truth and illusion.
As a result, the play consistently raises
questions

concerning the reliability of

perception and the nature of reality.

Human Existence through the Experiences

of Segismundo
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The theme of human existence occupies a
significant position in Life Is a Dream,
particularly through the experiences of
Segismundo. Calderén presents the life of
protagonist as a reflection of deeper
philosophical concerns related to suffering,
freedom along with self-understanding, and
personal progress. Through Segismundo’s
journey, the play raises questions concerning
how individuals recognize themselves and
respond to uncertain circumstances. These

philosophical concerns become predominantly

perceptible through his experiences of
isolation,  self-awareness, and personal
revolution.
Isolation

One of the initial and most significant
understandings shaping Segismundo’s life is
isolation. Imprisoned from birth due to King
Basilio’s fear of a horoscopic insight,
Segismundo grows up alienated from the
society and deprived of regular human
experiences. He is deprived of freedom,
expressive connection and awareness of his
royal identity. His isolation affects both his
emotional expansion and understanding
towards the world around him. As a result of
prolonged confinement, Segismundo develops
feelings of frustration, anger, and confusion.

Having survived without social interaction or
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guidance, he fights to regulate his emotions and
understand his spot in life. Through this state
of parting, the play projects human existence as

marked by vagueness and emotional struggle.
Self-Awareness

Another imperative aspect of Segismundo’s
experience is the gradual development of self-
awareness. After briefly experiencing royal life
and later being informed that the experience
may have been only a dream, Segismundo
begins questioning the certainty of his
involvements. This confusion coerces him to
reflect upon his actions and his understanding
of himself. Instead of reacting only through
emotion, Segismundo steadily becomes more
thoughtful about his behaviour and situations.
demonstrate

His reflections a growing

awareness of his actions and their
consequences. Through this process, the play
presents self-awareness as an important aspect
of understanding oneself and responding to

difficult situations.

Personal Transformation

Personal transformation of Segismundo forms
a significant dimension of human existence in
the play. When he is introduced to freedom and
power, he reacts unwarily and behaves
hostilely due to emotional frustration and

newness with authority. However, after
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reflecting upon his experiences, he gradually
develops greater emotional control and
maturity. Towards the end of the play,
Segismundo becomes more accountable in his
actions and proves wisdom in decision-
making. His transformation highlights the
possibility of personal growth despite suffering
and uncertainty. Through this change,
Calderon presents the idea that individuals are
capable of learning from experience and
developing

superior  understanding  of

themselves and others.

Moral  Responsibility in  Uncertain

Situations

Another important philosophical concern
presented in Life Is a Dream is moral
responsibility in situations marked by
uncertainty and confusion. Throughout the
play, Segismundo experiences instability

regarding his identity, freedom, and

understanding of reality. Despite these
indeterminate  circumstances, the play
repeatedly highlights the importance of
principled behaviour and accountable decision-
making. When Segismundo is temporarily
brought to the royal palace and introduced to
power, he initially reacts with anger and
aggression. Having spent most of his life
imprisoned and deprived of freedom, he

struggles to control his emotions and behaves
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impulsively toward others. His actions reflect
emotional frustration as well as unfamiliarity
with authority and social expectations.
However, after being returned to confinement
and made to believe that his experiences at
court may have been only a dream,
Segismundo begins reflecting upon his actions.
This moment becomes significant in the
development of his character, as he gradually
begins questioning how individuals should
behave even in uncertain situations. Rather
than repeating his earlier mistakes, he becomes
more cautious and thoughtful in his actions. As
the play progresses, Segismundo rapidly
validates self-control, wisdom, and restraint.
By the end of the play, he shows greater
responsibility in making decisions and
Through  his

development, the play repeatedly emphasizes

interacting  with  others.
the importance of moral conduct despite

confusion,  uncertainty, and  difficult

circumstances.

ANALYSIS

The research highlights how Life Is a Dream
presents reality as uncertain and often difficult
to comprehend. Through Segismundo’s
experiences, Pedro Calderon de la Barca
presents a world in which certainty regarding
truth remains unstable. Segismundo’s inability

to distinguish dream from reality reflects the
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limitations of human understanding and raises
philosophical concerns regarding perception
and truth. By repeatedly placing the protagonist
in situations marked by confusion and
uncertainty, the play suggests that human
beings often experience reality through

incomplete  knowledge and  subjective

understanding.

“There is no other road to truth and freedom
except that leading through the stream of fire
(The Feuerbach).” (Karl Marx, 1842)

Additionally, the study establishes how
Segismundo’s experiences contribute to a
broader reflection on human existence. His
isolation from society, emotional suffering, and
lack of awareness regarding his identity
symbolize the human struggle for self-
Through

internal

understanding  and  purpose.

experiences of uncertainty and
conflict, Segismundo gradually develops

greater awareness of himself and his
circumstances. In this way, the play presents
existence not as fixed or predetermined but as
a process shaped by experience, reflection, and
learning. Another significant characteristic
highlighted through the analysis is the
importance of ethical accountability despite
uncertainty. Although Segismundo initially
reacts impulsively and violently, his later

transformation reflects the development of
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moral consciousness. The play suggests that
uncertainty regarding reality does not remove
human responsibility; rather, individuals
continue to remain accountable for their
choices and actions. Through Segismundo’s
growth, Calderon emphasizes the value of
restraint, wisdom, and ethical conduct.
Ultimately, the study suggests that Life Is a
Dream presents a philosophical understanding
of human life as uncertain, complex, and
constantly evolving. Despite confusion and
instability, the play emphasizes the importance
of self-awareness, moral understanding, and
conscious decision-making. Through its
philosophical depth, the play continues to
remain relevant in understanding human
behaviour, ethical responsibility, and the

search for meaning in the contemporary world.
CONCLUSION

This paper examined the philosophical
proportions of Life Is a Dream through the
prominent themes of illusion and truth along
with human existence and moral responsibility.
Through the experiences of Segismundo, the
play projects reality as uncertain and tough to
fully comprehend by raising significant

philosophical questions concerning perception,

existence, and ethical demeanour. The
uncertainty between dream and reality
highlights  the limitations of human
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understanding and challenges the fixed ideas
which continue to dominate each one of us. The
study also further explores questions related to
isolation, self-awareness, and individual
transformation. His journey reflects the human
struggle to understand oneself and navigate
uncertainty while gradually developing higher
awareness and maturity. At the same time, the
play emphasizes the importance of moral
responsibility by suggesting that ethical
conduct remains meaningful despite confusion
and unpredictability. Eventually, Life Is a
Dream presents a thoughtful philosophical
reflection on the intricacies of human life.
Although written during the Spanish Golden
Age, the play carries on to remain relevant in
the contemporary world especially through the
exploration of various philosophical themes.
Calderon’s work therefore lasts to offer
valuable insights into the human conditions and
the ethical choices which individuals tend to

take during uncertain circumstances.
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