
Oedipus: More Complex Than You Think 

 

1. The Greeks are responsible for a lot of things which are part of our everyday lives in the twenty-first century. 

In the fifth century BCE (Before Common Era, the preferred term used by historians, rather than the older 

“Before Christ”), the Greeks – and more specifically the Athenians – were busy inventing just about anything 

that could be invented: maps, the Olympics, democracy, geometry, the alarm-clock, philosophy… They were 

busy fellows. 

2. On top of their many innovations, they also left a couple of contributions to therapy – or “analysis” as some 

would call it. 

3. Sigmund Freud, the famous Austrian psychoanalyst, was a fan of Greek drama. When he was treating his 

patients, he discovered that many men feel an overwhelming urge to compete and perform better than their 

fathers; he also noticed that some men tended to have relationships with women very much like their 

mothers… 

4. For those of you who don’t know the play of Oedipus Rex, here is a quick plot outline: child is abandoned by 

parents; child is raised in a different town to parents; child (now fully grown) returns to original place of birth 

and – without knowing it – murders his biological father and marries his biological mother. And because this 

is a Greek tragedy, when he discovers what he has done, he uses pins to poke out his own eyes. Grim. 

5. Freud had read this drama and came up with the now famous Oedipal Complex. He suggested that all men 

have a subconscious desire to surpass their fathers’ achievements (symbolically killing them) and to win the 

affection of their mothers (the symbolism of that should need no explanation…).  

6. Now, you may or may not think Freud was onto something here. But what seems undeniable is that the 

Oedipus Complex is all over popular culture. Think of Luke Skywalker in the Star Wars films: kills his dad and 

(since his mum wasn’t around) develops a suspiciously unhealthy admiration for his sister. And Darth Vader 

himself killed his own father-figure, the Emperor. 

7. How about the Sam Raimi reboot of Spiderman? Peter Parker literally kills the man who raised him and he 

has the hots for the wholesome-as-apple-pie-and-surprisingly-similar-to-Aunt-May Mary Jane Watson. 

8. In literature, from Hamlet to Game of Thrones, Oedipus limps through our popular consciousness. You can 

find Oedipus in popular music, the theatre, television, comics…  

9. But is this all in our heads? Most of Freud’s theories on our unconscious life have been debunked since the 

early twentieth century. We don’t believe in the majority of what he wrote. The Oedipus Complex in itself is 

difficult to prove or disprove. The reason we still talk about the complex (or the Electra Complex – the female 

equivalent) is because it is a set story which we can apply to different situations. Human beings thrive on 

making sense of the world by telling stories, and then comparing things in life to the fictions we have 

experienced. How often have you fallen over and then said to a friend, “This is just like that scene in Stranger 

Things”? Stories provide a model for our lives. 

10. Maybe the Oedipus Complex is a real human behaviour and maybe it’s not. What cannot be denied is that 

this ancient story, through a Freudian prism, reveals a genuine truth about human beings: we need drama 

and literature to help us explain the world around us. And, wouldn’t you know it: the Greeks invented both 

of those things, too. 



 

1. Look at paragraph 1.  

How does the writer’s language reveal his admiration for the Greeks. (2) 

2. Look at paragraph 2.  

How does this sentence work as a link between paragraphs 1 and 3? (2) 

3. Look at paragraph 3.  

In your own words, explain Freud’s theory. (2) 

4. Look at paragraph 4.  

How does the writer’s sentence structure reveal his attitude to the Oedipus story? (2) 

5. Look at paragraph 5.  

In your own words explain the “subconscious desire” the writer refers to. (3) 

6. Look at paragraphs 8. 

 How does the writer’s language reveal the impact of the Oedipus story. (2) 

7. Look at paragraph 9.  

a. In your own words, explain what “the Electra Complex” is. (2) 

b. How does the context of the word “debunked” help you to understand what it means? (1) 

8. Look at the final paragraph.  

How is this an effective conclusion to the article? (2) 

9. Look at the title of the article.  

Why is this an effective title? (2) 

 


