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Abstract: 

This paper delves into the intricate dynamics of the Oedipus complex in D.H. Lawrence’s 

Sons and Lovers, focusing on how Paul Morel’s profound attachment to his mother, Gertrude, 

shapes his identity and sabotages his romantic relationships. Through a psychoanalytic lens, the 

analysis reveals how Paul’s unresolved desire for maternal approval and his emotional 

dependency on Gertrude create a psychological conflict that hinders his emotional growth and 

love life. His relationships with Miriam Leivers and Clara Dawes expose his inability to detach 

from his mother’s influence, ultimately highlighting the damaging impact of unresolved Oedipal 

bonds on adult relationships. Lawrence’s portrayal of Paul illustrates a vivid psychological case 

study, reinforcing Freud’s theory by capturing the tragedy of a life constrained by unconscious 

desires and familial expectations. This exploration underscores the depth of Lawrence’s 

psychological insight, showing how an unhealthy mother-son attachment can prevent an 

individual’s journey toward emotional autonomy and fulfillment. 
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Introduction  

D.H. Lawrence (David Herbert Lawrence, 1885-1930) was an influential English 

novelist, poet, essayist, and painter, known for his explorations of human psychology, sexuality, 

and societal constraints. His work often challenged the social norms of his time, addressing 

complex themes of relationships, class struggle, and the natural world. Sons and Lovers, 

published in 1913, is a semi-autobiographical novel by D.H. Lawrence that explores complex 

family dynamics, class struggles, and the psychological impact of intense relationships. Set in a 

working-class English mining town, the novel follows the life of Paul Morel, a sensitive young 

artist caught between his intense devotion to his mother, Gertrude Morel, and his romantic 

relationships. 

A central theme in Sons and Lovers is the intense bond between Paul Morel and his 

mother, Gertrude Morel. Lawrence explores the Freudian concept of the Oedipus complex, 

which describes a son’s deep attachment to his mother, coupled with rivalry toward his father. 

Gertrude’s dissatisfaction with her marriage leads her to focus her emotional energy on her sons, 

particularly Paul. This bond becomes so intense that it hinders Paul’s ability to form lasting 

romantic relationships, creating a tragic cycle of dependence and unfulfilled desire. Gertrude’s 

influence over Paul shapes his values, identity, and emotional life, leaving him torn between 

loyalty to his mother and his need for independence. 

Gertrude Morel came from an educated background and had a strong interest in 

conversations about religion, philosophy, and politics. Drawn naturally to the opposite sex, she 

married Walter Morel, who had a vastly different personality from hers. Walter was gentle, 

unreflective, warm-hearted, and somewhat playful, while Gertrude was intellectually curious and 

enjoyed engaging in meaningful discussions with others. Their relationship, based more on 
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surface-level attraction, proved shallow, and Gertrude soon recognized that Walter lived 

impulsively, driven by instinct rather than thoughtful reflection. When she attempted to engage 

him in serious conversation, however, her efforts fell short. “She saw him listen deferentially, but 

without understanding” (SAL 14). Walter Morel is an allegoric character representing 

Lawrentine view of “thinking with the blood” (Moore 180). His actions are all guided by 

instincts. Lawrence describes Walter as “not knowing what he was doing he often did the right 

thing by instinct…” (SAL 13),  

Gertrude, being deeply reflective and thoughtful, finds her differences with Walter lead to 

frequent conflicts, ultimately creating emotional distance between them. Left unfulfilled, she 

shifts her affection and attention to her eldest son. Emotionally neglected, she yearns for love 

and comfort, eagerly grasping even the faintest hint of affection from any source. Such unmet 

needs often lead people to seek love outside the relationship where it should naturally exist, 

creating a cycle of strained and unconventional bonds. For Gertrude, Paul becomes the focus of 

her love and attention, as he provides her with the comfort she lacks. The author depicts this 

dynamic as central to her character. 

His mother loved him passionately. He came just when her own bitterness was hardest to 

bear; when her faith in life was shaken, and her soul felt dreary and lonely. She made 

much of the child and the father was jealous. (SAL 18) 

The relationship between Walter Morel and Gertrude declines largely because Gertrude fails to 

appreciate and respect Walter’s individuality. She does not recognize that Walter is his own 

person, with his unique nature and preferences. Instead, she attempts to reshape him to fit her 

ideals, dissatisfied with him as he is and continually striving to turn him into someone he is not. 

This erodes Walter’s natural liveliness and spontaneity. As a result, what might have been a 

warm and harmonious relationship built on mutual understanding becomes strained, marked 
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instead by frequent arguments and conflicts. Unable to bridge their differences, an unspoken gap 

forms between Walter and Gertrude, leaving them both unsatisfied and unfulfilled, each turning 

away from the other. Walter seeks comfort in drinking, while Gertrude turns her attention first to 

her eldest son, William, and later to Paul. Lawrence describes this shift in detail. 

This act of masculine clumsiness was a spear through the side of her love for Morel. 

Before, while she had striven against him bitterly. She had fretted 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) 

The mother-son relationship is the central theme of Sons and Lovers, as suggested by the 

title. Gertrude, intellectual, puritanical, and firm, yet unfulfilled and despondent, yearns for the 

love, attention, and care she lacks from her husband. As a result, she turns her affection toward 

her eldest son, William, whom she loves deeply, and he returns her devotion. From an early age, 

William is naturally drawn to his mother, and as he begins to understand his parents’ 

relationship, he develops a dislike for his father. As William grows, Gertrude directs all her love, 

care, and pride toward him.: “She saw him a man, full of vigour, making the world glow again 

for her.” (SAL 59) The mother dedicates herself tirelessly to improving her son’s life, securing 

him a job at the co-operative office and striving to keep him out of the coal mines. William, in 

turn, responds deeply to his mother’s intense affection, working hard at his studies and doing 

everything he can to make her proud. Much like a devoted partner, he feels a strong desire to 

bring her happiness. When he wins a prize in a race, he proudly presents it to her. Lawrence 

describes this bond vividly. 

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. He flew home with his anvil, breathlessly with a ‘Look, mother!’ that was the first real 
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tribute to herself. She took it like a queen. It stood proudly on the dresser and gave Mrs. Morel a 

keen pleasure. . (SAL 66) 

This unique mother-son relationship unknowingly mirrors that of a lover and a beloved. 

William’s mother feels envious of the girls he meets at the dance, disapproving of any romantic 

involvement he might have. Similarly, she shows open disdain for Paul’s relationships with 

women, whether it’s Miriam or Clara, and clearly voices her disapproval. She is apprehensive 

about losing their affection and attention to others:  

If once Miriam 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 

withdrawn from her. She could have given him up to another woman for passion; she 

could have borne 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 terrible to win the brilliant, blind-eyed lad,-that Miriam, the woman 

of inaction, the woman of deep, half-swooning rhapsodic dreams, should win the son 

from her who had fought so heroically all the way through life, was horrible. (Chambers 

245-46) 

The theme of the Oedipus complex in Sons and Lovers is one of the novel’s most crucial 

and frequently analyzed elements, shaping the central relationship between Paul Morel and his 

mother, Gertrude. Drawing from Freudian psychology, D.H. Lawrence portrays Paul’s intense 

attachment to his mother, which stifles his emotional and romantic life and prevents him from 

achieving full independence. Let’s delve deeper into how the Oedipus complex and maternal 

influence unfold in Sons and Lovers: 
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Gertrude Morel, disappointed by her marriage to Walter Morel, withdraws emotionally 

from him and redirects her love, ambition, and dreams toward her children. Lawrence carefully 

sets up this shift as Gertrude grows to resent Walter’s lack of ambition, his alcoholism, and his 

inability to give her the life she envisioned. 

Gertrude’s emotional needs, unmet by her husband, make her form an exceptionally close 

and possessive bond with her sons, particularly after the early death of her first son, William. She 

transfers her ambitions and expectations onto Paul, encouraging him to become everything she 

feels her life lacks. 

This bond becomes an emotional dependency where Gertrude, in a sense, uses Paul as a 

substitute for the love and companionship she misses with her husband, creating the foundation 

for an Oedipal dynamic. Paul grows up feeling emotionally fused with his mother, and he seeks 

her approval and validation in everything he does. This relationship, while loving and nurturing, 

becomes overbearing as Gertrude’s influence affects every aspect of his life, especially his 

romantic relationships. 

Unlike a healthy, supportive maternal bond, Gertrude’s love for Paul is possessive and 

controlling, leading him to internalize her values and aspirations at the expense of his 

individuality. He feels unable to separate his identity from hers, indicating the intensity of the 

Oedipal attachment. 

Lawrence writes Paul’s inner life in a way that shows his struggle to break free from this 

attachment, yet he continuously finds himself drawn back to his mother. Even as he recognizes 

that Gertrude’s hold on him is detrimental, he is powerless to escape it, underscoring the depth of 

his psychological dependency. 
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Paul’s relationships with Miriam Leivers and Clara Dawes illustrate the disruptive 

influence of his attachment to Gertrude. With Miriam, Paul finds a spiritual and intellectual 

connection, yet he cannot fully commit to her emotionally or physically because he feels a sense 

of guilt and disloyalty toward his mother. 

Gertrude subtly manipulates Paul’s view of Miriam, expressing disapproval and 

suggesting that Miriam’s religious nature will stifle him. In response, Paul unconsciously aligns 

his feelings with his mother’s judgments, sabotaging his relationship with Miriam out of loyalty 

to Gertrude. 

With Clara Dawes, Paul’s relationship is more physical and passionate, but even here, he 

cannot fully invest himself. Clara represents a more liberated love, yet Paul remains emotionally 

detached, bound by his mother’s influence. His affairs with both women reveal his inability to 

achieve an independent and fulfilling romantic relationship, as he is constantly pulled back into 

his mother’s orbit. Lawrence explores the darker sides of Gertrude’s affection for Paul, showing 

how her love becomes possessive and almost jealous. She subtly undermines Paul’s potential 

relationships, fearing that any romantic connection he forms would lessen her influence over 

him. 

Gertrude’s possessiveness over Paul resembles the controlling nature of a romantic 

partner rather than a nurturing mother. She wants Paul’s devotion to remain exclusively hers and 

treats any other woman in his life as a rival. This dynamic underscores the Oedipal conflict, with 

Gertrude unconsciously acting as if she must keep Paul’s affection solely for herself. Her 

feelings and actions illustrate a classic Freudian interpretation of the Oedipus complex, where the 

mother-son relationship becomes so intense that it disrupts Paul’s ability to form a healthy bond 

with others, perpetuating a cycle of emotional dependency. 

ALOCHANA JOURNAL  (ISSN NO:2231-6329)  VOLUME 13 ISSUE 11 2024

PAGE NO: 562



Lawrence portrays Paul as deeply conflicted, struggling between his loyalty to his mother 

and his need for independence. He experiences guilt whenever he feels affection for another 

woman, as if it betrays his mother, which is a common characteristic of the Oedipus complex. 

This internal conflict is so pervasive that Paul is never truly able to experience love outside his 

mother’s shadow. His romantic life is marked by hesitation, ambivalence, and guilt, as he feels 

emotionally bound to Gertrude, despite wanting to break free. 

Lawrence shows the psychological toll this conflict takes on Paul, who is torn between 

two worlds: his mother’s possessive love and the possibility of a life of his own. Ultimately, this 

leads to a deep sense of dissatisfaction and loss. The climax of the Oedipal relationship comes 

with Gertrude’s illness and death. During her sickness, Paul dedicates himself to taking care of 

her, once again prioritizing his mother over his own needs and desires. 

In a symbolic representation of Freud’s concept, Paul’s feelings culminate in a tragic act 

of mercy when he gives his mother an overdose of morphine, symbolizing the end of their 

intense bond but also the devastating effect it has on him. After her death, he is left feeling 

hollow and lost, as his identity was so closely tied to her. Lawrence uses Gertrude’s death to 

highlight the ultimate tragedy of Paul’s life: by being unable to separate from his mother, he 

loses the chance to fully live his own life. The unresolved Oedipal complex leaves him 

disillusioned and directionless, symbolizing the tragic consequences of such a powerful maternal 

influence. 

Lawrence drew upon his own relationship with his mother, Lydia, which was similarly 

intense and influential. Like Paul, Lawrence was close to his mother and often felt that her 

presence overshadowed his romantic relationships. This autobiographical element adds depth 
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and authenticity to Lawrence’s depiction of Paul’s emotional struggle, as it reflects the author’s 

understanding of how such bonds can shape and even damage one’s personal life. 

Conclusion 

The Oedipus complex in Sons and Lovers is a central theme that Lawrence explores with 

great psychological depth and sensitivity. Through Paul Morel’s life, Lawrence illustrates how 

an intense maternal attachment can inhibit personal growth, create conflict in romantic 

relationships, and leave lasting psychological scars. The novel remains a powerful study of how 

family relationships, particularly when fraught with dependency and possessiveness, can shape a 

person’s life and impact their ability to love and live freely. Lawrence’s portrayal of Paul and 

Gertrude’s bond serves as a cautionary exploration of the consequences of an unresolved Oedipal 

attachment, making Sons and Lovers a landmark work in psychological and modernist literature. 
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