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    Steps, vaults and gates; dead ends and forking passages;


    bewildering ­richness – human mind.


    (A Zaj: Notes from the labyrinth)

  


  
    Preface


    My journey is approaching the point that Shakespeare described in his Seven ages of man:


    … The last scene of all,


    That ends this strange eventful history,


    Is second childishness and mere oblivion,


    Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.


    Facing this inevitable reality, I have surrendered to a wish to round off my professional life by publishing a selection of my papers from the last couple of decades. I do it for my friends, for myself, and to handle the flight of time.


    The questions and problems addressed in these papers have different sources. They are connected to my professional, psychoanalytical life; clinical work, teaching and supervising, participation in seminars, conferences, working parties and discussion groups. In addition, a measure of curiosity, an urge better to understand this peculiar and bewildering interplay between people, has kept me wondering and trying to formulate my thoughts. The result covers a number of psycho­analytic issues. My ambition has been to address essential aspects of the themes under discussion.


    Elisabeth Daae, my late wife, was my first and best reader. Also, my co-authors have been of great inspiration in the development of my thinking. So have colleagues and candidates I have met during psychoanalytical events around the world – in Norway and the rest of Scandinavia, in Finland, Eastern Europe, China, Russia, and as a member of The Working Party on Education, organized by the European Psycho­analytic ­Federation.


    In The enemy of the people, Ibsen lets the main character Dr  ­Stockman declare that the strongest man is he, who is standing most alone. That is certainly not always true. Productive thinking is a co-operative enterprise. For me, it has been a privilege to meet and work with so many capable and dedicated colleagues and students. I am grateful for that privilege.


    This publication has been generously supported by a grant from Institutt for Psykoterapi, Oslo. Finally, I want to thank my friend and colleague Tove Træsdal for her help with the edition of the text.


    Oslo, April 2021


    Anders Zachrisson

  


  
    Introduction to the book


    Point of departure


    Psychoanalysis belongs to those systems of knowledge where physiological and mental processes form a unity. The subject matter contains the interplay of natural (bodily) processes and transformations of meaning. This is a crucial challenge for psychoanalysis. The problems posed by unconscious processes are not specifically psychoa­nalytic. In all sciences, observations have to be interpreted, and latent, not directly observable processes have to be illuminated by concepts and models. This is an everyday situation in scientific work. The unity of mind-in-the-body, i.e. of mental and physiological processes, forms a deeper problem. In this unity, processes have both causes and reasons. Inner states and actions are the product of bodily forces and personal choice, ‘free will’, in combination. Such a situation is made for paradoxes, like Winnicott’s concept transitional object, existing in an intermediate space, not fully psychic nor fully external, or both at the same time, and still decisive for human creativity and cultural development (1953). A related phenomenon is transference, present and past at the same time, and both a reality (here and now) and an unconscious phantasy where relationships to important persons from the childhood are re-activated in the treatment relationship. In this perspective, the treatment relation­ship has a fascinating complexity.


    The paradoxical nature of the psychoanalytic subject matter also has consequences for the treatment method. The double face of ­psychoanalysis, both science and art, offering fairly strict technical rules for treatment and still keeping a wide space for intuition, playfulness and creativity, has its root in this unity of body and mind.


    Therefore, the analyst cannot rely exclusively on a set of rules in his work. He also has to expose himself to experiencing the patient’s anxiety, emptiness and despair. He has to stand becoming an antagonist in the patient’s original, psychic drama, thus being target of transferred desire, rage and despair – and love. By empathizing with the patient and containing his or her intolerable pain, the analyst runs the risk of being overwhelmed and brought out of balance. The treatment is a most personal process for both patient and analyst.


    In figure 1, I present a working model for psychoanalytic therapy. The process is represented as a cycle, from listening through understanding to action, then returning to listening again. Each of these positions are marked by a dialectics of processes in the mind of the therapist and in the relationship to the patient: a) observation and participation, b) intuition and conceptualisation and c) containment and interpretation.
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    Figure 1           A graphic working model for psychoanalytic therapy


    The very basis for the treatment situation is the interplay between patient and analyst. The analyst listens not only to the patient’s words, but to his or her being in the relationship and in the room. This has been called listening with the third ear (Reik 1964). Freud (1913) named this way of listening gleichschwebende Aufmerksamkeit, an evenly suspended attention without a specific focus, where everything is assigned equal significance.


    The first step for the analyst is to establish a therapeutic situation and a frame for the interplay. Here he is guided by his therapeutic attitude and ‘the rules of the game’. These include free association, ­confidentiality and abstinence. The aim is to initiate a therapeutic process and to stimulate and maintain the dynamic and emotional ­tension.


    This requires listening, where we cooperate with the patient, establish and maintain the setting and communicate and observe what is going on – in the patient, in ourselves and in the relationship. At the same time, we reflect on our observations. We register what the patient says, and at the same time we try to get hold of the latent, hidden meaning behind the patient’s communication; what are the emotions, the conflicts, the ‘secrets’ in the patient’s words and behaviour?


    The next phase of the cycle is understanding, how we transform what we observe into concepts, models, theories. The work to understand what is going on takes place from the very beginning and as we said, the understanding we are striving for is not only to perceive the immediate picture, the surface, but gradually to capture underlying, for the patient unconscious, elements in his self-concept and ways of relating.


    As long as our understanding is not verbalized and conceptua­lized, we call it intuitive. Intuitive knowledge is built on feeling states and impressions created by empathic listening. Countertransference reactions emerge as intuitions.


    Intuitive knowledge may be mistaken and wrong. Like countertransference, it is a source of information, not a source of evidence (Segal 1977; Smith 2000). By accumulation and scrutiny of intuitive data we can verbalize our understanding. It becomes conscious and conceptual and finds a place in theories and in our working models. This understanding informs what we do and say to the patient; it informs the therapeutic action.


    The model suggests that the work of understanding is a dialectical play between intuition and conceptualization. The dialectics concern the fact that all the time new observations may put the concepts to the test. The aim of the process is to form a basis for therapeutic action; to provide interventions that we believe will bring about changes in the patient’s self-concept and ways of functioning.


    The third phase of the model concerns therapeutic action, and here as well, we assume a dialectical interplay; between containment and interpretation. The work of interpretation is to make conscious that which is unconscious. The work of containment is to change an intolerable state into a state that is tolerable. Only then can it be transformed to psychic life (Bion 1962a). This transformation, from β- to α-elements in Bion’s (1962b) model, is necessary to make interpretations useful to the patient. Only what is mentally represented, i.e. α-elements, can be subject to interpretation. Some patients are capable of performing this transformation themselves, some patients are dependent on the help of the therapist, and some, perhaps most, profit by the support of the therapist to manage the containing process. Somewhat simplified we can say that containment transforms bodily states into mental states, thus making them open to interpretation.


    In his context, I choose to conceive containment as a superordinate concept, a concept that comprises empathy and affirmation. So, containment presupposes a deep empathy with the patient’s inner world. Affirmative reflection plays a necessary part in the communication of this state to the patient. Steiner’s (1993b) analyst-centered inter­pretations has roughly the same function. As we see, the establishment of a container/contained relationship with the patient constitutes a compound process (Bion, 1962b). It implies that the analyst identifies with an intolerable part of the patient’s inner world – makes it his own so to say. This may imply a heavy strain on the therapist.


    In Freud’s psychoanalysis, neurotic symptoms were rooted in repressed memories, feelings and wishes. The cure consisted in lifting the repressed from repression, making it available to conscious­ness, and the means were interpretation and construction (Freud 1937). Construction referred to the presentation of a piece of forgotten ­history to the patient, e.g. the complex reactions to the birth of a sibling. Interpretation referred to the handling of a single element in the material; the meaning of a dream, a repressed memory, a peculiar action, a strange feeling state or an exaggerated reaction. Today, this conceptual distinction has more or less been lost, and we use interpretation for both cases.


    Interpretation is usually preceded by preparatory steps before it is formulated to the patient. Empathy, affirmation, and our efforts to understand what is going on prepare for the interpretation. Also, reflection, confrontation, and demonstration usually are preceding steps. They make the way for the interpretation and assist the patient in the efforts necessary to overcome the repression. When the repression is lifted, the ego has moved a mental element from the unconscious to consciousness.


    We note a similarity between interpretation and containment. They both transform inaccessible material into acceptable and accessible psychic states. The difference is that containment aims at making a painful state tolerable and therefore meaningful, and in that way counteracting the evacuation of pain by projection, somatization or acting out. The aim of interpretation is to remove repressions and making unconscious material available to consciousness. The curative elements of psychoanalysis are a result of the combined work of these two functions.


    If we accept this statement, we have to face the question how they can be combined, and how the balance between these elements of intervention depends on the type or level of disturbance of the patient.


    I will base my understanding of the patient’s mind on the distinction between developmental failure – also named deficit pathology – on the one hand, and neurotic pathology – also named conflict pathology – on the other.


    Developmental failure is a broad term for mental disturbance. Such failures come to the fore as structural disturbances and deficits that are intrasystemic, mainly affecting the ego (Killingmo 1989). Often, we refer to these states as severely disturbed functioning. When this is a dominating state, it corresponds roughly to personality disorders. These patients suffer from basic existential problems, like feelings of emptiness and meaninglessness, amorphous feelings of shame and guilt, and feelings of confusion and loss of identity. They often use primitive defences, like splitting, denial and projective identification, and they are anxious about fragmentation and loss of control. This may be experienced as fear of becoming psychotic.


    Neurotic pathology refers to states dominated by structural, intrapsychic conflicts. Contradictory feelings are experienced as ambivalence; they are allowed to exist side by side. Thus, feelings of love for and anger against the same person may be present at the same time. This is in contrast to splitting, where one of the opposed feelings is denied and the one that remains conscious is often exaggerated.


    More advanced defence mechanisms, like repression, isolation and reaction formation, prevail in neurotic states, and anxiety concerns guilt, loss of love and castration. The person’s basic feeling state is ­rather marked by frustrations and unhappiness than by emptiness and meaninglessness.


    On the neurotic level, patients usually want to understand them­selves. They are curious about their own experiences and want to see and understand their own role in what happens to them. They experience themselves as responsible agents in their own life. In Bion’s language (1962a, 1962b), they are curious and want to learn from their experiences. These states roughly correspond to Klein’s (1946) depressive position and to Killingmo’s (1989) conflict pathology. This connotes that the patient for the moment mainly functions at a neurotic level. These patients are ready to accept, and profit from, interpretations uncovering hidden and repressed meaning, and to extend and deepen their self-knowledge.


    All patients have a need to be understood. However, if this need dominates and is not combined with a willingness to take an active part in the process of understanding, it gives little space for curiosity and readiness to learn from experience. These patients will to a lesser degree experience themselves as acting agents in their own lives, and tend to consider themselves as passive victims to unfortunate happenings and circumstances. The responsibility for their pain and suffering lies outside themselves. These states roughly correspond to Klein’s (1946) paranoid-schizoid position and to Killingmo’s deficit pathology, and connote more severely disturbed mental functioning such as personality disorders.


    My point is that these two levels of pathology are extreme points on a dimension of relative disturbance. Most patients are in between these points, and their position may be shifting depending on their actual conflicts and state of mind. In the treatment situation, we have to consider this dynamics, i.e. the patients position and movements along such a dimension. Interventions have to be adapted to the relative need for containment. Thus, interpretations aiming at the disclosure of repressed phantasies may be combined with elements of containment. An interpretation can e.g. be preceded by an affirmation, thus assisting the patient to receive and make use of it.


    With these considerations as point of departure I will raise and discuss aspects of psychoanalytic concept formation and treatment method. I will also reflect on problems connected to the ethics of analytic treatment and to supervision and evaluation of candidates in training. Finally, I apply psychoanalytic thinking to the reading of literary works, discussing some difficulties inherent in such an approach.


    A survey of the book


    The first part of this volume, Foundations, addresses aspects of psychoanalysis as a system of knowledge; questions concerning epistemology and the possibility of knowledge, what constitute facts for psychoanalytic theories and how the theories can be validated.


    The six chapters in this section are partly related. Sophocles’ tragedy Oedipus the King has been a rich source of inspiration for psycho­analytic concept formation. One reason for this is the way Sophocles transformed the impersonal scheme of the myth into Oedipus’ deeply personal psychological drama, weaving together the passions in family relations – the Oedipus complex of psychoanalysis – with an intense conflict over self-knowledge.


    Freud’s epistemological standpoint was Kantian. This formed his view of scientific knowledge. The way to (scientific) knowledge goes through rational elaboration of (empirical) observations. In such a view, absolute truth is an impossibility, and science is work in progress. I use this Kantian stance in an attempt to clarify the meaning of the term ‘external object’ as distinct from ‘another person’ in psycho­analytic object relation models.


    In one way or another, scientific knowledge has to face the challenge of validation and falsification. If our knowledge cannot be validated, then ‘anything goes’, and science has turned into a belief system. So, scientific method has to be subjected to a fairly strict level of intersubjectivity and reliability. The question posed by my co-author Henrik D. Zachrisson and I, is whether it is possible for psychoanalysis to match reasonable scientific standards, and, if that is possible, how can it be done?


    Chapter four goes deeper into the epistemology of psychoanalysis, and into Freud’s Kantian legacy. He was influenced by the Neo-Kantian turn of philosophy of German-speaking Europe in the late nineteenth century. There, Liebmann (1865), Lange (1866) and others advocated a critical methodology as the scientific way to knowledge, and they rejected the possibility of absolute knowledge of the world. Freud was in line with these thoughts:


    The unconscious is the true psychical reality; in its innermost nature it is as much unknown to us as the reality of the external world, and it is as incompletely presented by the data of consciousness as is the external world by the communications by our sense organs (Freud 1900, p 613).


    Together with Erik Stänicke and Arne Johan Vetlesen, I investigate this Kantian legacy in Freud’s thinking, and in contemporary object relation models. Bion is explicit in his Kantian references in contrast to Klein and Winnicott. Implicitly however, their epistemological stance is, in our view, fairly close to Freud’s, even if in other aspects their models deviate from his.


    Truth is an opaque concept not only in psychoanalysis, but in any context. In the next chapter of part 1, I step into the psychological laboratory and discuss the relation between the ‘objective’ stimulus presented to the subject and the reported response, that is the subject’s experience of the stimulus. The method used is tachistoscopy. With this method, a stimulus picture is presented in a series where the exposure time gradually increases, starting with very short exposures. By asking the subject to report what he sees after each exposure, we can follow the development of his perception from being at first highly idio­syncratic and subjective, then gradually approaching the ‘truth’, or the definition, of the stimulus. In my view, we meet some of the same challenges concerning objectivity and truth here, as we do in the clinical situation.


    In certain ways, the concept of mental health is more complex than mental illness. In this chapter, I consider different conceptions from a psychoanalytic point of view. Focus is on Freud and Bion. I also ­consider problems connected to the individual’s subjective view of his or her mental health, and some consequences that these questions have for psychoanalytic treatment.


    The second part of the book concerns Conceptions. The treatment process is illustrated by two case reports, and the central concepts, transference and countertransference, each get a chapter. Then, more specific methodological questions in psychoanalysis are considered: the combination of method and intuition, (focusing on adolescent analysis), the concept of neutrality, and the relationship between ethics and method.


    The careful description of individual cases makes up the main empirical basis of psychoanalytic theories (Foss 2009). And the traffic goes both ways. The knowledge contained in models and conceptions inform clinical work, helping the analyst to understand what is going on in the process.


    Clinical material from two cases is presented in chapter 7 and 8. The first is from an analysis of a 10-year old boy in a challenging process over 3,5 years. The other, in cooperation with Wang Zhiyan, is about a young man in psychotherapy with a female therapist, illustrating intense transference and countertransference reactions.


    In the psychoanalytic conception of the therapeutic relationship, the individual, relational history of both patient and therapist, in combination with the here-and-now relationship in the treatment situation are contained in the concepts of transference and countertransference. It is unavoidable that these concepts have to be quite complex. Chapters 9 and 10 address aspects of this complexity.


    Psychoanalysis and dynamic psychotherapy are framed in distinctive ways and these frames are established and maintained by the analyst’s disciplined analytic attitude. The aim is strict treatment ­methods. However, fixed rules are not enough. They have to be combined with personal elements of intuition and creativity to respond to the individuality of the patient. The presence of personal elements opens a space for flexibility, freedom, and improvisation. At the same time, it weakens the support provided by the established working rules. There­fore, based on his disciplined attitude, the analyst has to monitor the therapeutic manoeuvres at the border of, or even beyond the treatment frame, trusting his ability to restore the therapeutic framework. The restoring of the frame is a crucial move to avoid the slippery slope disaster of ethical transgression.


    These problems, or challenges if one prefers, inherent in the psychoanalytic treatment method, are discussed in chapters 11, 12 and 13.


    Part three, Education, addresses the problems met with in psycho­analytic supervision and in the evaluation and approval of psycho­analytic candidates at the end of their training.


    The complex nature of psychoanalytic and psychotherapeutic practice poses a challenge for the education of candidates. We have already touched upon aspects of this complexity; a fairly strict metho­dology combined with intuitive and creative elements; the psycho­analytic conception of the unity of body and mind, of nature and culture, of cause and reason; and the development of a consistent analytic attitude, to mention some examples. As a result, the very concept of psychoanalytic competence is complex, and so is teaching, acquiring and assessing this competence.


    The first chapter of this part (chapter 14), is a preliminary report from a project in the European Psychoanalytic Federation, the Working Party on Education. In this project, we have tried to map and specify criteria for membership approval of candidates in the European societies. The aim was to concretize the principles, by-laws and training regulations of the societies and get a picture of which specific elements of competence were actually given weight in the approval process.


    The next chapter deals with the challenges we meet as super­visors, the tensions inherent in the relationship between supervisee and supervisor, and in the teaching/learning situation. In the conclusion, I present a heuristic model for psychoanalytic supervision, where I try to illuminate the complexity of the task.


    In part four, Psychoanalysis and literature, I apply psychanalytic thinking in attempts to interpret two characters from the theatrical world, Peer Gynt and Hamlet. When we perceive literary characters through a psychoanalytic lens, what we see is, quite naturally, influenced by our preconceptions. Actually, there seems to be a temptation for psychoanalysts to feel that their viewpoint gives them a privileged position to ‘explain’ the character or give the ‘final’ interpretation. In my opinion, this is unwarranted. Of course, a psychoanalytic interpretation may very well add new and enriching wefts to the existing loom of readings, but it will not replace the older ones; it can never be the ‘true’ interpretation. A ‘true’ interpretation will reduce the artistic expression to a fact: ‘this is nothing but’. A good interpretation does the opposite; it enriches and deepens the expression.


    In our Peer Gynt-study, Marit Aalen and I have tried to accomplish such a reading, inspired by Bion’s thinking. We focus on the last act of Ibsen’s epos and the way he presents the life of the old Peer Gynt as a mental disaster. This disaster is reflected by the landscape which Peer is moving through; a landscape that has been demolished by a natural catastrophe.


    The essay on Hamlet starts with a discussion of problems connected to psychoanalytic interpretations of Hamlet’s personality, ­especially the role of his oedipal complex. To provide a background for my own interpretation, I give a synopsis of the play and sketch the historical context with glimpses of Shakespeare’s life at the time when he wrote it. Then I comment on Hamlet’s ‘madness’, his conflicts and his oedipal complex. My conclusion is an argument for Hamlet’s relative ­normality.


    In a postscript I return to Oedipus and present some second thoughts about oedipal dynamics and the development of symbol formation and thinking. Also, I venture the possibility that the phenomena referred to by the concept ‘Oedipus complex’ more and more seem to be conceptualized by elaborated object relation models. The use of the term ‘complex’ declines, and is substituted by the descriptive concept ‘oedipality’.

  


  
    PART 1


    Conceptual foundations

  


  

  
    Chapter 1


    Complex Oedipus


    Two central, early psychoanalytic themes are intertwined in ­Sophocles’ tragedy Oedipus the King: love and hate in the family relation­ships and Oedipus’ intense conflict in his quest for self-knowledge. The man behind the Oedipus complex is a complex character.


    In the Oedipus myth, we find a dramatic representation of the child’s passionate ties to its parents. In the play Oedipus the King, Sophocles relates the theme of the myth to the question of self-knowledge. This was the predominant way of understanding the play in 19th-century Germany, and already as a student Freud was fascinated by Oedipus’ character; not primarily as the protagonist of an oedipal drama, but as an individual who solved divine riddles and was striving for self-knowledge. Inspired by Vellacott, Steiner has proposed an alternative reading of Oedipus the King, considering it as a play about a cover-up of truth. The text supports both these arguments. The pivotal theme of the tragedy is Oedipus’ conflict between his desire to know himself and his opposing wish to cover-up a truth that will bring disaster. It is this complex character of Oedipus and the intensity of his conflict-ridden struggle for self-knowledge that has made the tragedy into a rich source of inspiration for psychoanalytic concept formation and understanding of both emotional and cognitive development.


    Introduction


    The Oedipus complex is a cornerstone of psychoanalysis, and an essential concept in psychoanalytic theories of general psychic development and the development of neuroses. The story of Oedipus is part of ­ancient Greek mythology. Freud chose Oedipus as a metaphor for the passionate relationships in the family, because he could observe cognate dynamics in his patients’ – and in his own – dreams and in the myth. The myth, in Freud’s view, expresses a kind of proto-knowledge over family dynamics. He wrote:


    … the legend of Oedipus sprang from the same primaeval dream-material which had as its content the distressing disturbance of a child’s relation to his parents owing to the first stirrings of sexuality (1900, p 263–64).


    To be more precise, his point of departure is Sophocles’ version of the myth in the tragedy Oedipus the King. My aim is to show the complex character of Sophocles’ Oedipus and to reflect on some aspects of its impact on psychoanalysis. In the tragedy, Oedipus represents more than the figure we all know, the protagonist of the Oedipus complex. He is also determined to discover the truth about himself. The main theme of the tragedy is this quest. This quest is however all but ­straightforward, and two contradictory readings have been presented. The traditional one emphasizes the truth seeking Oedipus, forcing his way towards self-knowledge. The other gives the opposite view; the tragedy is a collusive cover-up of a truth that all or most of the characters in the play must know.


    For a psychoanalytic reader of the tragedy, it is striking to see how closely linked the passionate relationships of the Oedipus complex are with Oedipus’ conflict-ridden struggle to find out who he is. Sophocles attains this by the way he composes the play on the background of the myth, adding details, inserting changes and omitting themes. In ­Sophocles’ tragedy Oedipus stands out as a highly complex character, and his quest for self-knowledge is presented as a dramatic psychic conflict.


    Steiner (1985) used this ambiguous nature of Oedipus’ quest as an example of a special form of distortion of psychic reality, turning a blind eye. Inspired by the complexity in Sophocles’ construction of the play, he developed his thinking about this mechanism. He perceived it as an intermediate misrepresentation of reality, a marked distortion, but less grave than a psychotic breakdown of reality.


    I will take as a starting point the same contradictions as Steiner did and expand his points of view along a different line of thinking. Sophocles used the myth as a background for his play and adapted it to his own aims. He transformed the myth’s drama of fate to a psychological drama with a structure that shows the complex, deeply human nature of Oedipus’ character. In that way, Sophocles has inspired psycho­analytic understanding both of emotional and cognitive development up to our own time. My aim is to trace some elements in this history of ideas. I will show how the union of the contrary readings into one coherent version highlights Oedipus’ inner drama – his conflict over knowledge. To prepare the ground we have to look at the tragedy and its relation to the myth. However, before we start discussing the text, we have to decide what epistemological status Oedipus has in our ­analysis.


    Oedipus – a ‘real’ person or a fantasy figure?


    Oedipus on the stage is not a real person, and he is not an analytic case. On the other hand, neither can he be dismissed as pure fantasy. That would make him less interesting for the audience and for our purpose too. So, I propose that he is not real, but he is potentially real. In ­Winnicott’s language (1953), he exists in transitional or potential space. In a recent paper, Enckell (2010) argues that metaphor is the model of all fiction: “The truth of metaphor is not actuality, but possibility. The world of fiction is real as a potential” (p 1101).


    The myth and Sophocles’ adaptations of it


    The oedipal drama is the theme of the mythical story of Oedipus and his family. Sophocles’ tragedy comprises only a couple of hours of this story. There are several variations of the myth1, which have developed over a long period. It is rooted in archaic vegetation rites and religious regulations. For example, patricide is related to the method of succession of priests in archaic religions such as the Diana cult in ancient Italy, in which the ruling priest was killed by his successor (Frazer 1922).


    There is a curse on Laius, the king of the city of Thebes because he has abducted and abused the son of another king. Mourning his own childlessness, which he feels is a punishment for his abuse of the boy, Laius consults the Oracle of Delphi. She tells him that his childlessness is a blessing because his son will become his killer.


    Laius rejects Jocasta without telling her why. Hurt and angry, she makes him drunk, seduces him and gives birth to a son. Laius seizes the new-born child from his nurse, pierces his feet and bids a servant put him out on Mount Cithaeron to die. Sophocles creates a variation of this in a psychologically highly significant way. In his version, it is Jocasta who gives the baby to a shepherd with orders to take him to the mountain. The parents act together and the mother too rejects the child.


    In the myth, the child is found by a shepherd from Corinth, and given the name Oedipus because his feet are swollen. (Oedipus can mean “swollen foot”). The shepherd takes him to Corinth, where the reigning king, Polybus, and his wife are childless too, and are happy to raise Oedipus as their own son. In Sophocles’ rendering, the shepherd from Thebes gives the child to the shepherd from Corinth, because he cannot bear to let the child die. In addition, to economize his dramatic means, Sophocles gives the two shepherds additional roles in the tragedy, the Theban as the survivor from the meeting at the crossroads and the Corinthian as the messenger announcing Polybus’ death. In this way, Sophocles condenses the background for the crucial scene where the truth is revealed, the meeting between the two shepherds.


    Oedipus grows up in Corinth. On one occasion, a youth taunts him and insinuates that he is not the true son of his parents. When ­Oedipus asks them about this, they react with anger and refuse to answer. Tortured by doubt, he goes to Delphi to find out who his real parents are. Thus, Oedipus’ doubts about his origin and search for knowledge about it already appear at this early stage. However, the priestess of the Oracle also refuses to answer him, and bursts out in disgust: “Away from the shrine, wretch! You will kill your father and marry your mother.” The theme of incest appears here for the first time. The prophecy Laius had received concerned only patricide.


    Wandering away from Corinth after the alarming Oracle words, he meets a carriage containing an elderly man and his entourage. The man asks him to step aside to make room for his betters and Oedipus answers that he accepts no one as his superior apart from the gods and his parents. We note the dramatic irony that recurs in both the myth and the drama; it is the father and his son speaking, but neither of them knows this. “The worse for you!” shouts the old man and orders the driver to continue. One wheel hits Oedipus’ foot and transported by rage, he kills the driver. The old man attacks him with a stick, but ­Oedipus pulls him out of the carriage and whips up the horses. Entangled in the reins, the old man is dragged to his death by the fleeing horses.


    Sophocles gives a somewhat different version of the meeting at the crossroads, which is significant for the way he develops the plot and the character of Oedipus. In his version, Oedipus kills the old man with his staff. Thereafter he kills the rest of the party except one man, who manages to escape. The detail concerning Oedipus’ foot is surprising. Laius hurts Oedipus’ feet for the second time. The infantile trauma is reactivated, and it lies not only in the piercing of his feet, but also, and above all, in the rejection by the family and loss of the mother. Thus Oedipus’ fury – he kills four men – is due not merely to a somewhat incidental quarrel, but also to the appalling wrong that was done to him as an infant.


    Laius was on his way to Delphi in order to ask the Oracle how the city of Thebes could free itself of the Sphinx tormenting the city. ­Oedipus, on his way to Thebes, meets the Sphinx and gets the riddle: “What being has only one voice, sometimes two feet, sometimes three, sometimes four, and is weakest when it has the most?” His answer is, “Man, because he crawls on all fours as an infant, stands firmly on his two feet in his youth, and leans upon a staff in his old age” ­(Graves 1960, p 372). The Sphinx kills herself. The people of Thebes have just received the news of the death of their king, and in their gratitude for being rid of the Sphinx, they proclaim Oedipus their king. He is given the widowed queen Jocasta in marriage. Together they rule Thebes for many years and Jocasta gives birth to several children. Then a plague descends on the city, and in this desperate situation, the Oracle is consulted for the fourth time.


    Sophocles’ play Oedipus the king


    This is where Sophocles’ play begins. Creon, who is the brother of Jocasta and Oedipus’ chief adviser, has travelled to Delphi to ask the Oracle how to get rid of the plague. He returns with a prophecy: “There is pollution here in our midst, longstanding. This must we expel, nor let it grow past remedy” (p 51)2.


    We note that the oracle speaks in general terms, and does not refer to Laius’ name. It is Creon who first mentions the murder of Laius, when Oedipus asks him how to interpret the prophecy. Oedipus seems extraordinarily ignorant of the facts of Laius’ murder. However, he now sentences the unknown murderers to death or banishment, and starts an investigation. On Creon’s advice, he summons the blind seer Tiresias to help him. At first Tiresias asks Oedipus to drop the investigation. Oedipus refuses and becomes increasingly offensive. Provoked, Tiresias says that Oedipus himself is the man whose crimes pollute the city (p 60). Oedipus becomes furious, first with Tiresias, whom he claims is lying, and then with Creon, whom he claims is the murderer; Oedipus accuses him of using the disaster of Thebes to seize power.


    Oedipus’ reaction is understandable given his background and self-perception. He was born and raised in Corinth. He has saved ­Thebes from the Sphinx and in return has been offered the kingship. Many good years followed for the people of Thebes, but when disaster strikes the city in the form of a plague, Oedipus feels committed to do whatever is necessary to end it. His repugnance at Tiresias’ accusation is reasonable.


    On the other hand, we have seen that Oedipus already is in doubt about himself and his background. He has asked the Oracle about his parentage and the answer he receives does not remove his doubts. Shortly afterwards he meets and kills a man old enough to be his father and marries a woman of his mother’s age. Both Vellacott (1971) and Steiner (1985) ask how he could avoid seeing these realities.


    Sophocles keeps the account of the myth, but his Oedipus behaves like a man who both knows and does not know at the same time. The situation is comparable to Freud’s description of Miss Lucy R. After mentioning an embarrassing fact, she had avoided to tell before, she explained: “I didn’t know – or rather I didn’t want to know. I wanted to drive that out of my head and not think of it again, and I believe latterly I have succeeded” (Freud 1895, p 117).


    In a footnote, Freud comments on the strange state of mind in which one knows and does not know something at the same time. He also refers to similar experiences he has had himself: “I was afflicted by that blindness of the seeing eye” (p 117). This blindness is of course closely related to Freud’s later conceptualization of the defence mechanism of disavowal. Oedipus acts as if he were afflicted by that blindness and completely ignorant of the identity of Laius and of his fate. He seems to be denying the very existence of Laius. Later, it becomes clear that he remembers very well the meeting at the crossroads. We may think that he had good reason to forget Laius’ death, and to keep the two incidents, the meeting and the murder, apart. Yet at the same time, he pressures the unwilling Tiresias to give him more information. He behaves like a man torn between the desire to deny and forget a dreadful fact and a desire for certainty about something he fears and in a way already knows to be a fact.


    After Tiresias has left, Creon arrives and attempts to soothe Oedipus who repeats his accusations. Jocasta enters and settles the dispute, although she does not succeed in reconciling them. Oedipus tells Jocasta about Tiresias’ accusations. She too tries to calm him, and asks him in vain to stop his investigation. Oedipus questions her about the circumstances of Laius’ journey and death, and what he hears reinforces his fears that Laius was the man he met at the crossroads. The site of the killing; the time (just before the city offered you the crown; Laius’ appearance (he was not unlike yourself); Laius’ company (five in all; the King rode in a carriage). Oedipus exclaims: “Ah God! How clear the picture is! … But who Jocasta, brought report of this to Thebes?” (p 73–74). He clings to details that might save him from guilt, especially the surviving servant’s report that the King’s party was attacked by ‘brigands’, not only by one man. This servant had asked to be sent to a distant farm when Oedipus was made king. Oedipus insists on meeting the man, although Jocasta tries in vain to prevent him. Oedipus’ last hope is that the servant will stick to his explanation: “But if he says it was a traveller journeying alone, why then the burden of the guilt must fall on me” (p 76).


    Sophocles takes us step by step through the alternation in Oedipus between dread and hope during the process that points to him as Laius’ killer. All the time we, and Oedipus himself, are remembering the words of the Oracle, and of Tiresias.


    Suddenly, a messenger from Corinth arrives, with the news that Oedipus’ father King Polybus is dead. Oedipus concludes that the Oracle was wrong, but is again struck by unease and asks “Yet how can I not fear my mother’s bed”? (p.80) A somewhat strange worry, as Steiner noted (1985, p. 164). Jocasta tries to calm him:


    So do not fear this marriage with your mother;


    Many a man has suffered this before –


    But only in his dreams. Whoever thinks


    The least of this, he lives most comfortably (p 81).


    Freud was impressed by these lines and quoted them (1900, p 264). We note that Jocasta says this quite casually, as if it was a fact that every­one knew – 2500 years ago.


    When the messenger hears about the prophecy, he thinks he can reassure the king, since he is the shepherd who was given the baby Oedipus by the other shepherd. He tells Oedipus that he is not the son of Polybus, and does not need to fear a meeting with the woman he regards as his mother, Polybius’ wife. The net is tightening. Jocasta now grasps the situation. Oedipus, however, does not yet connect the fate of the child that Laius and Jocasta sent to his death with what the messenger is telling him. He knows that his parents in Corinth are not his real parents. He now wants to know the identity of his real parents, in other words who he really is. He misunderstands Jocasta’s desperate attempt to stop him from asking further questions, thinking that she will be ashamed of his humble origin. At this point the survivor of the encounter at the crossroads arrives, having been sent for by Oedipus. He too tries to avoid answering Oedipus’ questions, the consequences of which he clearly foresees. Oedipus, however, forces him to talk. In the dialogue between the survivor and the messenger from Corinth, it becomes clear that the survivor is the shepherd who took the baby to the mountain on Jocasta’s orders and saved Oedipus’ life by giving him to the shepherd from Corinth. This meeting between the two shepherds finally and irrevocably confirms the devastating truth; Oedipus himself is the man who killed Laius. In addition, not only that, Laius was his father and Jocasta is his mother.


    In agony, Jocasta runs to her bedrooms, calling on Laius. Oedipus runs after her, crying out for a sword to kill her “who had borne them all, himself and his own children” (p 91). We note that he has also just learnt that she had sent him out in the mountains to die as a baby.


    We learn about these events from a servant who enters the stage from the palace. Oedipus did not get hold of a sword, but filled with rage he broke down the doors to Jocasta’s bedrooms and found her hanging by the neck. He tore the golden brooches from her gown and with their points, he put out his eyes.


    Sophocles’ play ends with Oedipus asking to be banished from ­Thebes. The chorus concludes the play by referring to the dreadful tragedy suffered by this man, “who knew the famous riddle, and was a man most mighty” (p 170).


    Sophocles’ transformation of the myth


    The myth is a drama of fate. Laius has once abused a young boy. The gods punish him with infertility and the threatening Oracle. When he begets a son, he attempts to avoid the fulfilment of the prophecy by putting the baby to death. In addition, when Oedipus asks the Oracle about his origin, she adds another curse to the first. Thus, ­Oedipus’ ­punishment is secondary to that of the whole family. As in the words of the jealous God in the Old Testament: “visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children to the third or fourth generations of those who hate Me” (Exodus, 20: 5).


    Oedipus tries to avoid his destiny, but every step he takes away from it actually brings him closer. One aspect of the dramatic irony of the myth concerns the futility of fighting one’s destiny. Destiny is decided by the gods. The prophecies foretell the future, and although the participants try to escape their destiny, it is inevitable.


    In the drama of fate portrayed in the myth, Oedipus appears as a pawn in a game played by the gods. Sophocles transformed the myth into a psychological drama. He is not concerned with the curse on the family. Oedipus is the protagonist who drives the play forward. But he is also his own antagonist. Tiresias says so directly, “Creon’s no enemy of yours; you are your own” (p 61). Tiresias, Jocasta and the shepherd do what they can to persuade him to desist from his investigation. Oedipus, however, insists on pursuing the truth – first, the real meaning of the Oracle’s words, then who killed Laius, and finally, when the evidence points in his direction, who he is.


    The central elements of the myth, the killing of the father and the marriage with the mother, form a background for the tragedy that accompanies Oedipus on his progress towards self-knowledge. Oedipus the King is therefore not primarily a play about murder and incest. As Rudnytsky points out (1987), the play can be conceived as an enactment of the riddle of the Sphinx. In his encounter with the Sphinx, Oedipus solves the riddle on an intellectual level. When faced with his past, he has to solve the riddle of his own life3.


    The question of responsibility and guilt is complicated. Oedipus has killed Laius, but he responds to one crime by committing another. He is involved in an incestuous relationship, although he can claim it was unknowingly. To understand the question of guilt in the tragedy we have to consider the structure of Sophocles’ drama and the way he unfolds the tragic emotions. To the ancient Greek mind Oedipus’ fault is not an evil or immoral act, but a mistake, hamartia, as ­Aristotle calls it. His sin is ignorance. According to Aristotle, hamartia is a serious mistake with fatal consequences for the hero, but it should not be interpreted as the hero’s personal guilt (Gammelgaard 1992). Gammelgaard continues:


    The mistake is not reflected into the acting person as a subjective matter for which he is personally responsible. Nevertheless, he is alone in bearing his fate, continuing on a road that ends in misfortune. As spectators we follow him in this and recognize a condition, which connects his fate to ours (p 7).


    The truth-seeking Oedipus


    In the traditional reading, Oedipus the King is a play about the search for self-knowledge. Hölderlin, who translated Sophocles’ play into German in the 1790s, has vividly described the truth-seeking Oedipus. In his notes to the text, he emphasizes Oedipus’s


    … desperate struggle to come to himself, the roughshod, almost shame­less striving to become master of his own, the foolish-wild searching after a consciousness (1952, vol. 5, p 199, Rudnytsky’s ­translation).


    Hölderlin’s view of Oedipus is a romantic one. Oedipus is not merely a man who shows his superiority by answering the riddle of the Sphinx, nor is he merely a man who is resolutely seeking the truth about a murder. He is also involved in a passionate search for knowledge about himself.


    Freud does not refer to Hölderlin, but he was well aware of this interpretation of Oedipus’ character. Jones retells Freud’s remembrance how as a student he had strolled around the arcades of the University of Vienna, looking at the busts of old and famous professors. Then, he had a fantasy about a similar bust of himself inscribed with a line from the final speech of the chorus in Oedipus the King: “Who knew the famous riddle and was a man most mighty” (Jones, 1955, p 13–14).


    When Freud chooses Oedipus as one of his intellectual heroes, he is in impressive company. Again, I am referring to Rudnytsky’s monograph (1987). Aristotle considered Oedipus the King to be a model tragedy, a family drama arousing both pity and fear in the spectator and portraying the very movement from ignorance to knowledge that marks the fully developed tragedy. After Aristotle, however, the rendering of the myth became diluted. It was Lessing, in Germany, who around 1770 re-established Oedipus the King as a play concerned with self-reflection. He thereby marked the beginning of a movement in the history of ideas that Rudnytsky terms the age of Oedipus. The expression refers to the fact that Oedipus was regarded as a major intellectual figure all throughout the 19th century in Germany, and many of the central philosophers and authors of German romanticism and idealism were preoccupied with the character of Oedipus. Thus Schiller, Hölderlin, von Kleist and Hegel, and later von Hartmann and Nietzsche, produced either interpretations similar to Sophocles’ play or their own interpretations of his character. In these works, Oedipus was portrayed in the same way as the protagonist of Sophocles’ play – the truth-seeking Oedipus, the man who wanted to know himself.


    However, Freud did more than borrow a popular theme. He raised the oedipal drama from a descriptive level (the myth) to a dynamic and structural level. He gave oedipal dynamics a central place not only in personality development (the Oedipus complex), but in cognitive development as well. For example, in discussing the case of Little Hans, Freud writes:


    … his sister’s birth stimulated him to an effort of thought which, on the one hand, it was impossible to bring to a conclusion, and which, on the other hand, involved him in emotional conflicts. He was faced with the great riddle of where babies come from, which is perhaps the first problem to engage a child’s mental powers, and of which the riddle of the Theban Sphinx is probably no more than a distorted version (1909a, p 133).


    In the introduction to the case he writes:


    Thirst for knowledge seems to be inseparable from sexual curiosity. Hans’ curiosity was particularly directed towards his parents (p 9).


    In 1915 Freud added a section to Three essays on Sexuality under the heading “The sexual researches of childhood”, where the first chapter concerns “the instinct for knowledge” (1905b, p 194). In the Rat Man (1909b, p 245) and in Introductory Lectures (1917b, p. 327–328), this need to know has been translated into English as the epistemophilic instinct. This is also the concept used by Melanie Klein in the English translations of her early writings, e.g. in Early Stages of the Oedipus Conflict:


    The early connection between the epistemophilic impulse and sadism is very important for the whole mental development. This instinct, roused by the striving of the Oedipus complex … (1928, p 169).


    Thus both Freud and Klein connected oedipal dynamics with the urge to know, and both conceived of this urge as an instinctual force.


    Green (1969) has taken this perspective on oedipal dynamics and its relation to cognitive development a step further. In his book, which in the original French has the cryptic title Un Œil en Trop (An eye too many), he quotes the lines by Hölderlin that gave him the title of the book:


    King Oedipus has an eye too many perhaps. The sufferings of this man, they seem indescribable, unspeakable, inexpressible ­(Hölderlin 1823).


    In Hölderlin’s view, Oedipus’ suffering and fall are closely related to his efforts to find Laius’ killer. The Oracle’s prophecy does not mention Laius explicitly. If Oedipus had been satisfied with the notion of a killer who had to be punished, the story could have ended there. Instead he takes the matter further and in this way prompts Creon’s thoughts on the death of Laius:


    Before the city passed into your care,


    My Lord, we had a king called Laius (p 52).


    This links the words of the Oracle with the fate of Laius, even though they are not necessarily related from the beginning. The reason why Oedipus tries so hard to interpret the prophecy is, in Hölderlin’s words, that he has an eye too many. Green explains Hölderlin’s point. An eye too many is the thing in man, which condemns him to interpretation (to solve riddles, dreams, oracles). To interpret becomes not only a possibility, but also an obligation and a necessity. The subject’s relation to his own birth forms the basis for this necessity, because it is impossible to remain silent about the mystery of one’s birth – the birth that the parents share but from which the child is excluded. For the child it is impossible to know exactly how the conception was. “There is always too much to interpret, where the kinship relation is concerned”, says Green (1969, p. 238). Gadamer says, about the same matter, “To exist historically means that knowledge of oneself can never be complete” (in Rudnytsky 1987, p 51–52).


    In recent years, several authors have discussed this desire for knowledge. Blass (2006) finds a passion for knowledge in her reading of Freud’s study of Leonardo da Vinci; a passion that also marked Freud’s own curiosity and attitude to reality. Her conclusion is that psychoanalysis offers an epistemology where passion, not detachment, is involved in man’s search for knowledge, and that the analytic aim of self-knowledge has its basis in a fundamental human drive to know.


    Fisher (2006) takes as his point of departure Bion’s concept of affective links (X Loves Y, X Hates Y and X Knows Y) in his discussion of curiosity and the epistemophilic instinct. He sees L and H as ­expressions of the pleasure principle and K as an expression of the reality principle (curiosity, the urge to know). He goes on:


    … the developmental dynamic lies in the tension between the linking up of and the conflicts between these impulses. That is, at every stage it lies in the dynamic of the tension between the ‘K-impulse’, which is to know, and the L/H impulse, which is to feel good and avoid feeling bad. In other words, it is an ongoing tension ­between the pleasure principle and the reality principle (p 1225).


    Thus in both Blass’ and Fisher’s readings we find the close connection, and the tension, between the passion of the oedipal relationship and the fundamental urge for knowledge. This prevailing view of the truth-seeking Oedipus has, however, been challenged by an alternative, in fact a contrary, reading of Sophocles’ drama.


    A cover-up for Oedipus


    Vellacott (1993, see also 1971) has argued that Sophocles invites two contradictory readings of Oedipus the King; the traditional one and one where all the central participants know the truth from the beginning and try to prevent it coming out. This interpretation means that behind the story that seems to be taking place on the stage – Oedipus’ determined quest for the truth about himself – another, more hidden, drama is unfolding: the truth is being covered up. Vellacott supports his view by pointing to the inconsistencies and overlooked facts in the description of the events following the killing of Laius. According to Vellacott, there is a conspiracy of silence around Laius’ death. Oedipus at first joins the conspiracy, but later engages in a “painful pilgrimage from pretence to reality” (1993, p 13).


    Although scholars in the field have not met Vellacott’s interpretation of the tragedy with much enthusiasm, it makes sense to the general, or at least the psychoanalytic, reader. Steiner (1985) has further developed Vellacott’s view of the drama as a cover-up operation for Oedipus and discussed the implications for the understanding of mechanisms resulting in the pathological resolution of the Oedipus complex. Steiner maintains that Jocasta, Creon, Tiresias, the chorus and not least Oedipus himself are all turning a blind eye to reality, a reality they must be aware of and must have realized when Oedipus first arrived in Thebes after killing Laius. In my recapitulation, I have noted a number of events that either point directly or hint indirectly at the truth. Oedipus registers them, he reacts to them, but he does not draw the obvious conclusion. For example, the comment by the Corinthian youth on Oedipus’ lack of resemblance to his parents, his parents’ irrational response to his question and the Oracle’s clear and ominous reaction. Further examples are the circumstances around his murder of a man: the closeness in time with Laius’ death and the lack of investigation of this crime, and Oedipus’ striking ignorance of the murder and his efforts to avoid facts connecting his encounter at the crossroads with Laius’ death. Finally, he ignores Tiresias’ direct statement of the truth.


    A playwright who was a contemporary of Freud, Henrik Ibsen, also expressed the denial of the truth about oneself as a force in the human mind. In his tragedy The Wild Duck there is a dialogue between Dr ­Relling, the sensible physician, and the idealistic and bombastic Gregers Werle, old friend of the grandiose but miserable Hjalmar Ekdal:


    Gregers: And what treatment are you using for Hjalmar?


    Relling: The usual one. I am trying to keep up the self-deception4 in him.


    …


    Gregers: Doctor Relling, I won’t give in till I have rescued Hjalmar from your clutches.


    Relling: So much the worse for him. If you take away ­self-deception from the average man, you take away his happiness as well (Ibsen 1884, Act V, p 158–159).


    Ibsen’s plays were performed and discussed in German-speaking Europe, including Vienna, before and after the turn of the 19th century (Brandell, 1961), and Freud makes several references to them. One reference that is directly relevant here is his dream about an essay written “in a positively norekdal style” (Freud 1900a, p. 296). ­“Norekdal” is a (derogatory) adjective coined from the names of two of Ibsen’s characters: Nora from A Doll’s House, and Ekdal from The Wild Duck. In the dialogue quoted above, Dr Relling dispassionately refers to Ekdal’s self-deception or life-lie, to his ordinary human need to avoid the unwelcome, the painful or the shameful truth, to cover-up harsh facts and turn a blind eye on reality and the truth about himself.


    Psychologically, the mechanism of turning a blind eye leads to misrepresentations and distortions of psychic reality. However, Steiner concludes that it is not a psychotic denial of reality. The capacity to observe reality is intact but reality itself is distorted. In the development of the individual such distortions result in pathological resolu­tions of the Oedipus complex (1985, p 170). Steiner has referred to this state ­elsewhere as a borderline attitude to reality (1979). There is of course a close connection between such misrepresentations of reality and the action of defence mechanisms, which influence and distort the perception of reality in various ways, resulting in a violation of the truth. This makes these mechanisms fundamental to the psycho­analytic concept of mental health. The following quotations underscore the injurious effect of mendacity on psychic life. Firstly, Bion:


    … because lack of such awareness implies a deprivation of truth and truth seems to be essential for psychic health. The effect on the personality of such deprivation is analogous to the effect of physical starvation on the physique (Bion 1962b, p 56).


    Then the Norwegian author Bjørneboe:


    There can be no doubt that lying is the deepest pathogenic force. False­hood’s first and nearest, most immediately visible task is to hide the truth about ourselves from ourselves (Bjørneboe 1966, p. 74).


    Steiner declares that this alternative reading of the tragedy coexists with the traditional one, and that we are meant to accept the idea that both are true and that Oedipus knows and does not know at the same time (1985, p 165). This contradictory state points directly to the mental conflict between the acceptance of truth and the denial of reality.


    The conflict over knowledge


    Let us return to Sophocles’ text. Aristotle noted that a weak point in the construction of the tragedy is Oedipus’ remarkable ignorance of the fate of Laius (Aristotle, p 74). Hutton, in his translation of Poetics, inserted a note on this passage, stating that he found it


    incredible that Oedipus, as king of Thebes, should not have heard how his predecessor met his death, but Sophocles suppresses this irrational element of his plot (note 15, p 109).


    Why would Sophocles suppress a vital element of his plot when he other­wise puts so much care into the construction of the tragedy? Could it be that this element, Oedipus’ ignorance of the fate of Laius, is also an intentional and important part of the tragedy? That his igno­rance actually constitutes an essential trait in Oedipus’ character and in the drama unfolding in his mind as the tragedy proceeds. Considering the two contradictory readings, it is obvious that even taken at face value the play unfolding on the stage reflects a powerful inner drama. We follow Oedipus’ struggle with himself, suspended as he is between his wish to know the truth and his anxiety about the implications of this truth and the pain that the truth will cause. In my opinion, Sophocles is not suppressing an irrational element in the plot, nor is he presenting two contradictory versions existing side by side. He describes a hero caught in a fateful conflict, a hero torn between his wish to know himself and the fear and loathing linked with such knowledge. As a result of this conflict, he is in Steiner’s words turning a blind eye to reality. He behaves as if he is stricken by blindness like Freud’s patient Miss Lucy R, who knew and did not know at the same time, and like Freud himself, who confessed that he had encountered a blindness of the seeing eye. In such a reading, this element in Sophocles’ text is not a weakness of construction but the expression of a desperate conflict in Oedipus’ mind that adds to the complexity of his character.


    When Sophocles places Oedipus in this conflict over knowledge and truth, he is presenting a general human trait. Maslow, in his re­search on human motivation, wrote a paper on the need to know and the fear of knowing (1963). Curiosity, sometimes even to a dangerous degree, can be generally observed in children and in monkeys. Lack of curiosity in a child is usually a sign of mental disturbance. Monkeys work hard to solve puzzles without material rewards. The solution of the puzzle is a reward in itself. At the same time, Maslow describes a trait that is the opposite to the drive to investigate and discover reality, the general anxiety provoked by the new and the strange, and a propensity to cling to the well-known and the secure. He gives Freud and psychoanalysis the credit for the discovery of the pathogenic force of self-deception.


    From our point of view, Freud’s greatest discovery, the one which lies at the root of psychodynamics, is that the great cause of much psychological illness is the fear of knowledge of oneself – of one’s emotions, impulses, memories, capacities, potentialities, of one’s destiny (1963, p 118).


    Maslow concludes his paper by pointing to the dialectical back-and-forth relationship between the need to know and the anxiety triggered by the unknown. He calls it a struggle between fear and courage.


    The anxiety of the unknown triggers the ego’s defence mechanisms, which attempt to ward off the danger of being overwhelmed. In the treatment situation, this appears as resistance to the analytic process. In addition, we may ask whether resistance always is a link in the dialectical back-and-forth relationship that Maslow describes, between the need to know and the anxiety about the unknown. In any case, the dialectics between the wish to engage in the analytic process and the opposed wish to escape the pain inherent in this process is a ubiquitous part of analytic treatment. This dynamics points to a decisive factor in mental health and in psychoanalytic therapy, the ability to stand anxiety and other painful inner states, the containing capacity of the patient – and the analyst.


    In The Wild Duck, Dr Relling’s concept of self-deception has a counterpart in Werle’s motto the claim of the ideal. This requirement of absolute truth, regardless of the human or emotional cost, stands in contrast to Dr Relling’s attitude, which leaves room for the weakness of human nature and its need to be protected from painful truths. We note that Dr Relling talks about the average man, indicating that Ibsen was considering the question of how much truth a man can stand. This question is also relevant to Freud’s concept flight into illness. The truth about oneself is a decisive element in the psychoanalytic conception of cure. However, the analyst makes allowance for exceptions, and will sometimes accept that the illness (the not-truth) may be a more merciful solution for the patient.


    … even the physician may occasionally take the side of the illness he is combating. It is not his business to restrict himself in every situation in life to being a fanatic in favour of health. /…/ If we may say, then, that whenever a neurotic is faced by a conflict he takes flight into illness, yet we must allow that in some cases that flight is fully justified, and a physician who has recognized how the situation lies will silently and solicitously withdraw (Freud 1917b, p 382).


    We can read this as an analytic elaboration of Dr Relling’s point of view. It is noteworthy that both Ibsen and Freud, each in his way ­deeply engaged in investigating the truth about the human mind and convinced that accepting the truth is essentially healthy; clearly saw the dangers inherent in an absolute or ideal demand for truth. They understood and accepted the need for a flight into illness under certain circumstances. Bion touches the same theme, when he states “… the central crime is the arrogance of Oedipus in vowing to lay bare the truth at no matter what cost” (1958, p 144). The result is a mental catastrophe. Fisher comments this passage


    It is one of Bion’s greatest achievements to have shown that bear­ing emotions felt to be unbearable is the task of an internalized containing object, since neither the child nor the adult in any of us is able to do it alone (2006, p 1229).


    Sophocles’ irony and unconscious knowledge


    The drama in Oedipus the King is a struggle about knowledge, the wanting and not wanting to know the truth. However, the question of knowledge is broader than this. The spectators of the tragedy, both in Sophocles’ time and in our own, know the intrigue and the outcome of the tragedy. So does Tiresias (the blind seer). One of the first things he says when he understands why Oedipus has summoned him is that knowledge is a burden. He goes on: “I knew this well and yet forgot, or I should not have come” (p 58). Jocasta tries to make Oedipus give up his investigation. We do not know what she already knows, but we observe how, with growing anxiety as the action proceeds, she sus­pects and finally realizes the monstrous truth. The shepherd, the survivor of the meeting at the crossroads, knows that Oedipus killed Laius, and because of this knowledge, he wanted a position away from the palace. The only one who does not know seems to be Oedipus. This situation creates an ironic tension between what Oedipus believes to be reality and what the spectator knows to be reality. Oedipus thinks, or tries to hold onto the thought, that he came as a stranger to Thebes, and his words express this misconception. For the spectator his words have a double meaning when we compare them with what we know but he does not (Gould 1970).


    From a psychological point of view, the double levels of reality on the stage can be compared to the ambiguity that is brought about in psychoanalysis by the tension between conscious and unconscious reality. When Freud compares the progress in the tragedy to a psychoanalytic process “of revealing, with cunning delays and ­ever-mounting excitement” (1900, p 261–262), he is thinking of such a quest for knowledge by a person stricken with blindness. The knowledge possessed by Tiresias and the Oracle is, for Oedipus, a knowledge of which he is not aware but nevertheless possesses, in his body and in his mind: present but inaccessible, like the unconscious. Because of this ironic element in the psychoanalytic vision of reality, the determination of truth is no clear-cut thing (Shafer 1970).


    There is a tense relationship between Tiresias and Oedipus, ­between the blind man who can see and the seeing man who is turning a blind eye. In the tragedy, Tiresias represents divine knowledge. In a psychoanalytic reading of the text, we can say that he represents knowledge of the dynamic unconscious. Tiresias knows what Oedipus knows ­without knowing. He says so repeatedly, “You are yourself the murderer you seek” (p 60). In his last rejoinder, he tells Oedipus the whole story. Oedipus reacts with anger, accuses him of being the murderer and dismisses him. When Oedipus at last perceives the truth about himself, he puts out his eyes. He becomes like Tiresias; a blind man who sees the truth.


    The blinding and the paradoxical dialectics between blindness and insight is an element in the myth, which Sophocles has retained. The text first refers to the blinding as a punishment incited by Apollo and executed by Oedipus himself. Then it emphasizes the horrible crime of Oedipus, and he speaks of the shame he feels. “I know not how I could have gone to Hades and with these eyes have looked upon my father or on my mother; such things have I done to them” (p 94). Here, he clearly accepts his responsibility, a position he retreats from in Oedipus in Colonus.


    Steiner offers a psychoanalytical interpretation of the blinding


    By destroying his eyes, he has not simply destroyed his own mental capacity, and hence his potential for making good some of the damage he did, but he has ensured his dependence on his daughters. I believe these observations can help us to clarify the nature of oedipal guilt and to think about what makes it bearable or unbearable (1990, p 230).


    Clearly, Sophocles describes Oedipus in an unbearable state of mind, with a guilt he cannot contain. He has mutilated himself, and in ad­dition, he asks Creon to banish him from Thebes. A situation really evokes fear and pity in the spectator. Again, we see how Sophocles transforms the mythical scheme to complex and subtle psychology. As Steiner underscores, this concerns the nature of oedipal guilt, not the psychology of a pathological mind.


    Concluding reflections


    Aristotle considered Oedipus the King to be the model tragedy, almost perfectly in accordance with his own thinking about tragedy. How­ever, it should be borne in mind that Oedipus the King played a part in ­Aristotle’s conceptualization of tragedy, and thus influenced his thinking. So, Sophocles took a remarkable step. Only 50 years after the birth of tragedy when Aeschylus introduced a second actor on the stage, Sophocles wrote a masterpiece that has preserved its impact to this very day.


    In order for a tragedy to move us, it must take place among close friends or in a family, says Aristotle (Poetics, Chapter 14). Furthermore, the story must culminate in recognition, in a transition from ignorance to knowledge. Green takes the thought further. The family is the primary scene of tragic events – this is where love and hate are at their most intense – and the tragic space is a space for disclosure (1969, p 7–8).


    Self-knowledge becomes problematic when something stands in the way of the process. The barrier is repression, which forms a ­demarcation between the conscious, which we know, and the unconscious knowledge against which we defend ourselves. The Oedipus myth concerns a central arena of repression of consciousness: incestuous desire and murderous rivalry with the parents. The stage where the struggle for self-knowledge takes place is the sexual and aggressive ties within the family. Sophocles was a highly conscious dramatist when he composed his tragedy.


    The answer to the Sphinx’s riddle is man. It could just as well have been Oedipus, the man who crawled with swollen feet as a child. He, who was a hero and a king in manhood and who ended up a blind and helpless old man leaning on his staff and accompanied by his daughter. Oedipus was well prepared for the Sphinx’s riddle. He knew about walking on two, four and three feet. Even as a child, he had felt the need of a staff to lean on. Reflecting on the strong impact of the play even on a contemporary audience, Freud says that it has preserved its powerful grip on the spectators precisely because it concerns some­thing that all of us feel in our own hearts.


    His destiny moves us only because it might have been ours – because the oracle laid the same curse upon us before our birth as upon him (1900, p 262).


    That is to say, the answer to the riddle of the Sphinx is also me, and the drama is a play about anyone.


    With his conceptualization of the Oedipus complex, Freud took the historical progress of an idea to its culmination in the same way as he did with the unconscious. Furthermore, it was in the self-analysis he began in 1895, and in which the death of his father a year later played an important role, that he became aware of the general nature of the Oedipus complex when he encountered it in my own case too as he wrote to Fliess (1877–1904). In his conceptualizations, both of the unconscious and of the Oedipus complex, he accomplished a ­transformation that extended the concepts from a purely descriptive to a ­dynamic and structural level. Freud did more than interpret the character of Oedipus. He placed oedipal dynamics in a theoretical context and attributed to it a decisive role in the development of the personality as well as in reality testing, symbol formation and thinking.


    The theme of this paper is the complexity of Sophocles’ vision of man as he presents it in the character of Oedipus. This wisdom is to some extent already present in the myth, in which the family is the arena for passionate interaction. However, Sophocles developed this further. The complex character of Oedipus and the intensity of his conflict-ridden struggle for self-knowledge is Sophocles’ work. It is ­Sophocles’ conception of man – the way he expresses deeply human dynamics – that makes this tragedy valid for all times and such a rich source of inspiration for psychoanalytic thinking and understanding.


    


    
      
        1 This section is primarily based on Graves’ The Greek Myths, 1960.

      


      
        2 Quotations from the tragedy are in Kitto’s translation (1962).

      


      
        3 Rudnytsky’s monograph (1987) is a central source of reference in this paper. See also Gammelgaard (1993).

      


      
        4 Ibsen’s Norwegian word is ”livsløgn”, literally ”life-lie”; to base one’s life on an illusion or self-deception.
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