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Ocdipus Complex in Lawrence’s
Sons and Lovers

SUNITA R.MEHRA

Oedipus complex is a concep! of psychoanalytic theory g{ ven
by Sigmund Freud Ocdipus complex refers to a child’s
unconscious sexual desire for the opposite-sex parent and
hanved for the same-sex parent. Lawrence was aware of Freud's
.rhmrv.:, and Sons and Lovers famously uses the Oedipus
complex as its base for exploring Paul's relationship with
his mother He writes many scenes benveen the two that go
bevond the bounds of conventional mother-son love. Paul is
ho'pvlcssl)' devoted to his mother, and that love often borders
on romantic desire. Paul (and William, to a somewhat lesser
exient) feels bound ro his mother, and cannot imagine ever
abandoning her or even marrying anyone else. Completing
the Oedipal equation, Paul murderously hates his father and
often fantasizes about his death. In the novel, Lawrence adds
a twist fo the Oedipus complex. The mother is saddled with
it as well. She desives her sons in near romantic ways and
despises all their girlfriends. The relation benre?n the sons
and the mother, which should have been a source of inspiration
and comfort, turns into a corroding, blighting factor which
gradually finishes one of the sons and presents obstacles in
the other s life.

Keywords: Oedipus, psychoanalytic, unconscious, opposite,
hatred, exploring, conventional, fantasizes, saddled, despises,

inspiration, corroding, blighting, and obstacles.

ns and Lovers is undoubtedly onc of the masterpieces of the

English fiction. Lawrence himself gave it a lot of importance. It
seems to be about a family at the surface level but Lawrence made it
a novel about the struggle of self and identity in contemporary society.
Its appeal is still universal though it is based on Lawrence's own
experiences in life. Lawrence was aware of the conflicts, joys,
sorrows and dependence of an individual on the other member of the
sociely and the family. These relations are shown in various
dimensions, which provide us a peep into the conscious thinking of
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the people involved and help us to understandine ' >
of rflalions ol an individual vis-a-vis others. Sl aiensns

Sons (mf.f[,(wers is D.H. Lawrence's autobiographical novel,
which amply enlightens us to Lawrence's views regarding dynamics
of self and socicty and varnious dimensions of relations that exist in
context of an individual’s social interaction. He described his own
subject matter as “the relation between men and women.. ™ (Ford
282), this novel as the name suggests, deals with something which
was quite untalked of in novels. It revolves mostly around the
relationship between Paul Morel and his mother, the influence of
mother’s excessive hold on her son’s life and the ¢fforts of the son
to free him from the crippling of mother's hold. The novelist
emphasizes the excessive influence of the mother's views on the
son’s life by basing the son’s relation with mother on Freud's theory
of Oedipus complex. Paul Morel is the depiction of D.H. Lawrence
himself.
In Sons and Lovers the mother-son relation is of supreme
importance. The unsatisfied mother, excessively indulgent in her sons’
life disables them to strike vital and fulfilling relationships with other
persons. This abnormal hold and indulgence of the mother is
disastrous for the sons as well as the mother. The relation between
the sons and the mother, which should have been a source of
inspiration and comfort, turns into a corroding, blighting factor which
gradually finishes one of the sons (William) and also presents obstacles
in the other’s (Paul) life.

Gertrude Morel was a woman from an educated family who
was interested in discussions regarding religion, philosophy and
politics. The natural attraction for the opposite resulted in her marrying
Walter Morel who was dispositionally entirely opposite of her. Walter
was sofl, non-intellectual, warm, a kind of gamboling person, whereas
she was curious and receptive, and found pleasure in listening to
other folk.
The relationship which was a result of external or superficial
attraction was shallow and soon Mrs. Morel realized that Walter Morel
lived a life of instincts and nol of thoughts. When she tried to have
some serious talk with him, “She saw him listen defercntally, but
without understanding™ (SAL 14). Walter Morel 15 an allegoric
character representing Lawrentine view of “thinking with the blood™
(Moore 180). His actions areall guided by instincts. Lawrence describes
Walter as “not knowing what he was doing he often did the right
thing by instinct...” (SAL 13), whereas Gertrude is a very thoughtful
person. These differences between them result in friction and clashes
and, in turn, indifference to each other. The unsatiated mother turns
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her elder son. The emotionally denied person looks and longs
. and comfort and grasps the meckest ray of love that may be
s one or anywhere. Such unsatiated people lead to a
e Iror: ?ﬂ—:nal rclali;:\ns as they look for love outside the
i Orh':l lrllwv ought to be having love from. Paul’s ;nolhcr directs
Irlecl;’ﬂ:ﬁ?c;:pmmﬁtinn and love mwa'réjs the son who is a source of

{ - novelis s’
SN ltloz :;:mj_rhltni]:)d‘ Tlll::l piiiﬁﬂa:cly. He came just w hen her own
h:lliumcss was hardest to bear, when her faith in hife was shaken,
and her soul felt dreary and lonely She made much of the child

ther was jealous (SAL 18) _ ‘ _
10 be paid to Walter is denied to him and

for the shower of love and care, which
abnormal relations further lead to

1ow ards

and the fa
The atiention, which 1s due
son. like a rival, 1s chosen
makes the father jealous. The
abnormal conditions in family and society.

The relationship between Walter Morel and Q?rlru.dc
deteriorates duc to lack of understanding and respect of individuality
of Walter on Genrude's part. She did not reahize Fhal Walter was a
distinct individual who has his own nature and chmcgs.- She \}';mts 1o
mould him according to her standards. She 1s nat satisfied with what
he was, but always stnves 1o make him what he was not. due lo
which Walter's vitality and spontaneity suffers. As such, the relation,
which could have been warm and cordial by mutual undcmgnding_
is marred by quarrels and fights. They are not able to reconcile their
differences and this leads 1o an unconscious void between them, and
they, unsatiated and unfulfilled. tum away from each other. Walter
indlﬂgcs in more drinking and Gertrude turns first, to her clder son,
Williarm, and then, lo Paul. Lawrence narrates ity widly:

This act of masculine clumsiness was a spear through the side

of her love for Morel. Before, while she had striven against him

binerly. She had freted after him. as if he had gone astray from
her. Now she ceased to fret for his love, he was an outsider to

her This made Life much more bearable. (SAL 20)
Again, the drifung apart is cvident from the fact that when Walter
gets hurt at the pit, Genrude feels sorry for him. but intemally she
feels as if there was something rmissing in her feeling for him. She
feels sorry for him as one feels for a stranger, without true emotions
or sadness for him:
She felt indifferent to him and 1o his suffening. It hun her most of
all. this failure to love him, even when he roused her strong
cmotions. (SAL 108)
Mother-son relationship 1s the dominating theme of Sans and Lovers,
as the title suggests. Intellectual, puritanic and stern, but unsatiated,
unfulfilled and despaired mother yearned for love, attention and care,
which she could not get from her husband and hence she tums to

o
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her elder son, William. She loves William passionately and the son
also reciprocates the same feelings. Since childhood, William is dm_\\-n
towards his mother. As he starts understanding things between his
parents. he hates his father. As he grows up, Gcmudcyrocuscs all her
attention, care and love on him and feels proud of him: “She saw him
a man. full of vigour, making the world glow again for her.” (SAL
59)

The mother works very hard and devotedly and improves
her son's life. She gets him a job at the co-operative office and tries
hard to keep him away from coal pits. William also responds to his
mother’s intense feelings and works hard at studics and does
everything he can to please her. He, like a lover. fecls an urge to give
happiness to his mother. When he runs a race and wins a pnze, he
proudly gives it to his mother. As Lawrence wnies:

All the decent things that men do-the decent things William did.

He could run like the wind. When he was twelve, he won the

first prize in a race; an inkstand of glass, shaped like an anvil. MHe

flew home with lus anvil, breathlessly with a *Look, mother!*
that was the first real tnbute to herself. She took 1t like a queen.

It stood proudly on the dresser and gave Mrs. Morel a keen

pleasure. . (SAL 66)

This peculiar mother-son relationship is unconsciously like that of a
lover and a beloved. William's mother feels jealous of the girls he
meels at the dance. She does not approve of Paul's relations with

girls whether it is Miriam or Clara and openly expresses her contempt
for them. She fears:

If once Minam was able to win Paul’s sex sympathy and service,

then he was lost indeed to his mother. Mrs Morel felt that her life

was meaningless once her son was really withdraown from her.

She could have given him up o another woman for passion;,

she could have bomne even that he should love and marry some
woman weaker than herself, because then she would not have

lost him: but that this intense girl, who had set herself with a

fervor almost termble to win the bnlhant, blind-cyed lad,-that
Miriam, the woman of inaction, the woman uf‘dccp, half-
swooning rhapsodic dreams, should win the son from her who
had fought so heroically all the way through life, was homible.
(Chambers 245-16)
Lawrence has tried to put forward a particular idea by means of this
relationship. Itis:
an 1dea of an organic disturbance in the relationships of men
and women- o disturbance of sexual polanties that is first seen
in the disafTecuon of mother and father, then in the mother's
atiempt to substitute her sons for her husband, finally in the

sons’ unsuccessful struggle to establish natural manhood. (Spilkn
17)
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Lawrence based this novel on split theory which is about split in the
soul and body of a person. William Fmd Pa_ul Morel are unable tg
affirm their manhood, because of their dominant mother who holds
them back. Lawrence in one of his letter to poetess Rachel Annand

Taylor wrote:
This has been a kind of bond between me and my mother. We
have loved each other, almost with a husband and wife love, as
well as filial and maternal. We knew each other by instinct... We
have been like one, so sensitive to cach other that we never
needed words. It has been rather terrible, and has made me, in

some respects, abnormal. (Spilka 190)
D.H. Lawrence has presented his own personal life in Sons and Lovers.
Facts are weaved with art to make it wholly a satisfying work of
fiction. His personal dynamics that it would be difficult to reconcile
if he presents the facts plainly, is very much evident in this novel.
Perhaps he unconsciously feared that it would be difficult to reconcile
doing it faithfully, keeping it ‘true to life’ in Jessie's sense, with the
‘idea and feeling’ from which he had started out regarding the role of

Mrs. Morel.
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