
On another occasion I had an opportunity of obtaining a profound insight into the unconscious psychic life of a young man for whom an 
obsessional neurosis made life almost unendurable, so that he could not go into the streets, because he was tormented by the fear that he would 
kill everyone he met. He spent his days in contriving evidence of an alibi in case he should be accused of any murder that might have been 
committed in the city. It goes without saying that this man was as moral as he was highly cultured. The analysis- which, by the way, led to a cure- 
revealed, as the basis of this distressing obsession, murderous impulses in respect of his rather overstrict father- impulses which, to his 
astonishment, had consciously expressed themselves when he was seven years old, but which, of course, had originated in a much earlier period 
of his childhood. After the painful illness and death of his father, when the young man was in his thirty-first year, the obsessive reproach made its 
appearance, which transferred itself to strangers in the form of this phobia. Anyone capable of wishing to push his own father from a mountain- 
top into an abyss cannot be trusted to spare the lives of persons less closely related to him; he therefore does well to lock himself into his room. 

According to my already extensive experience, parents play a leading part in the infantile psychology of all persons who subsequently become 
psychoneurotics. Falling in love with one parent and hating the other forms part of the permanent stock of the psychic impulses which arise in 
early childhood, and are of such importance as the material of the subsequent neurosis. But I do not believe that psychoneurotics are to be sharply 
distinguished in this respect from other persons who remain normal- that is, I do not believe that they are capable of creating something 
absolutely new and peculiar to themselves. It is far more probable- and this is confirmed by incidental observations of normal children- that in 
their amorous or hostile attitude toward their parents, psychoneurotics do no more than reveal to us, by magnification, something that occurs less 
markedly and intensively in the minds of the majority of children. Antiquity has furnished us with legendary matter which corroborates this 
belief, and the profound and universal validity of the old legends is explicable only by an equally universal validity of the above-mentioned 
hypothesis of infantile psychology. 

I am referring to the legend of King Oedipus and the Oedipus Rex of Sophocles. Oedipus, the son of Laius, king of Thebes, and Jocasta, is 
exposed as a suckling, because an oracle had informed the father that his son, who was still unborn, would be his murderer. He is rescued, and 
grows up as a king's son at a foreign court, until, being uncertain of his origin, he, too, consults the oracle, and is warned to avoid his native place, 
for he is destined to become the murderer of his father and the husband of his mother. On the road leading away from his supposed home he 
meets King Laius, and in a sudden quarrel strikes him dead. He comes to Thebes, where he solves the riddle of the Sphinx, who is barring the 
way to the city, whereupon he is elected king by the grateful Thebans, and is rewarded with the hand of Jocasta. He reigns for many years in 
peace and honour, and begets two sons and two daughters upon his unknown mother, until at last a plague breaks out- which causes the Thebians 
to consult the oracle anew. Here Sophocles' tragedy begins. The messengers bring the reply that the plague will stop as soon as the murderer of 
Laius is driven from the country. But where is he? 

Where shall be found, 

Faint, and hard to be known, the trace of the ancient guilt? 

The action of the play consists simply in the disclosure, approached step by step and artistically delayed (and comparable to the work of a psycho-
analysis) that Oedipus himself is the murderer of Laius, and that he is the son of the murdered man and Jocasta. Shocked by the abominable crime 
which he has unwittingly committed, Oedipus blinds himself, and departs from his native city. The prophecy of the oracle has been fulfilled. 

The Oedipus Rex is a tragedy of fate; its tragic effect depends on the conflict between the all-powerful will of the gods and the vain efforts of 
human beings threatened with disaster; resignation to the divine will, and the perception of one's own impotence is the lesson which the deeply 
moved spectator is supposed to learn from the tragedy. Modern authors have therefore sought to achieve a similar tragic effect by expressing the 
same conflict in stories of their own invention. But the playgoers have looked on unmoved at the unavailing efforts of guiltless men to avert the 
fulfilment of curse or oracle; the modern tragedies of destiny have failed of their effect. 

If the Oedipus Rex is capable of moving a modern reader or playgoer no less powerfully than it moved the contemporary Greeks, the only 
possible explanation is that the effect of the Greek tragedy does not depend upon the conflict between fate and human will, but upon the peculiar 
nature of the material by which this conflict is revealed. There must be a voice within us which is prepared to acknowledge the compelling power 
of fate in the Oedipus, while we are able to condemn the situations occurring in Die Ahnfrau or other tragedies of fate as arbitrary inventions. And 
there actually is a motive in the story of King Oedipus which explains the verdict of this inner voice. His fate moves us only because it might 
have been our own, because the oracle laid upon us before our birth the very curse which rested upon him. It may be that we were all destined to 
direct our first sexual impulses toward our mothers, and our first impulses of hatred and violence toward our fathers; our dreams convince us that 
we were. King Oedipus, who slew his father Laius and wedded his mother Jocasta, is nothing more or less than a wish-fulfilment- the fulfilment 
of the wish of our childhood. But we, more fortunate than he, in so far as we have not become psychoneurotics, have since our childhood 
succeeded in withdrawing our sexual impulses from our mothers, and in forgetting our jealousy of our fathers. We recoil from the person for 
whom this primitive wish of our childhood has been fulfilled with all the force of the repression which these wishes have undergone in our minds 
since childhood. As the poet brings the guilt of Oedipus to light by his investigation, he forces us to become aware of our own inner selves, in 
which the same impulses are still extant, even though they are suppressed. The antithesis with which the chorus departs: 

...Behold, this is Oedipus,
Who unravelled the great riddle, and was first in power,


