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Oedipus as a Father and as a Son


The Oedipus plays show very complex father-son relationships. In Oedipus the King, we see Oedipus as the true son of Laius and Jocasta, and even though they're not actually seen in the play, we see Oedipus as the apparent son of Polybus and Merope. In Oedipus at Colonus, his role changes. With his parents dead and the question of his parentage solved, we see him solely as father to his two sons, Polynices and Eteocles, and to his two daughters, Antigone and Ismene. It is interesting to see his change in character. While trying to be a good son, Oedipus inadvertently causes his father's death in Oedipus the King. After realizing what happened, he still wants what's best for his children. However, later in Oedipus at Colonus, we see him as a man who does not forgive his sons and who, in fact,and causes their deaths through prophecy and curse.


Oedipus the King shows us, at least in the beginning, a heroic man – one who is a good father, a loving husband, a caring king, and a rescuer of the land. Oedipus wants to be a good son and do what is right. While still living in Corinth, a drunken man tells him that he is not the son of Polybus, king of Corinth. Oedipus goes to Delphi to consult the oracle of Apollo and learns that he will “couple with [his] mother” and “will bring a breed of children into the light no man can bear to see” (Oedipus the King 873-5). Oedipus tells Jocasta that after hearing this prophecy, he “heard all that and ran” (Oedipus the King 876). This was his attempt to be a good person and to avoid his fate. Of course, this is actually sealing his fate, because by avoiding his homeland, he meets Laius and kills him. However, Oedipus did not know that Laius was in fact his true father. He claims that Laius attempted to drive him from the road, and for that, he killed Laius and his men. From the play itself, it is unclear how society felt about killing for such reasons. People might feel it to be an unwarranted murder with the knowledge the person killed was the king, however, without the knowledge that the man he killed was the king or his father, Oedipus does not seem to show remorse for the killing. I therefore assume that this killing can be considered justified without the consideration of Laius's political status or relation to Oedipus. Because Oedipus killed his father without knowing that he was his father, it can be said that Oedipus killed his father inadvertently. He did not want to bring about his father's death. In fact, as I previously stated, Oedipus specifically wanted to avoid this scenario.


Very little is seen of Oedipus as a father in Oedipus the King. After blinding himself, he wants to make sure that his children are okay. He tells Creon that his sons are “men, wherever they go, they'll find the means to live” (Oedipus the King 1600-1). He then asks Creon to take care of his daughters, calling them helpless. He tells his daughters “Such disgrace, and you must bear it all!” (Oedipus the King 1642). He knows his children will lead a hard life now, but still he wants what's best for them. By the end of Oedipus the King, we see Oedipus for who he truly is. Oedipus is a man who, although unwillingly, brings about his father's downfall while at the same time wanting for his family only happiness.


Oedipus at Colonus shows a very different Oedipus. At this time, Oedipus is near the end of his life. He has come to terms with what happened to him throughout his life. This play also focuses on Oedipus as a father rather than as a son as in Oedipus the King. When speaking to Polynices, Oedipus says “when you held the throne and scepter your blood brother now holds in Thebes, you drove me into exile, your own father!” (Oedipus at Colonus 1532-4). While Oedipus wanted happiness for his family, Polynices exiled him from Thebes, forcing him to be a beggar without a home. This fact reveals a difference between Oedipus and Polynices. Both father and son carry the pollution of the incestuous marriage, Oedipus feels no contempt for his family while Polynices forcefully drives Oedipus from Thebes. It is true that Polynices himself did nothing to cause this pollution while Oedipus did cause it. It can be argued that Oedipus would have no right to feel contempt towards Polynices at that time, and Polynices did in fact have a right to feel contempt toward Oedipus. However, Oedipus did none of these horrid acts willingly. The differences in character between that of Oedipus and that of his sons can also be exemplified by the fact that Oedipus saved Thebes from the Sphinx and from the plague by, at least figuratively, sacrificing himself, while Eteocles and Polynices are willing to sacrifice the city in war for personal gain. Now the Polynices has been exiled by Eteocles, he and Oedipus have a similarity. Both have been driven forcefully from Thebes. Polynices appears before Oedipus asking for his blessing. However, Oedipus says “You stripped me of my city, you put on my back these rags you weep to see, now, only now you've sunk to the same depths of pain as I,” declaring that Polynices appears sympathetic only because he is now in the same condition (Oedipus at Colonus 1535-7). Polynices also needs Oedipus's help, which contributes to his sympathetic feelings.


For exiling him, and I assume for being willing to war over the throne, Oedipus curses his sons, saying to Polynices “never return to Argos ringed with hills- Die! Die by your own blood brother's hand-die!-killing the very man who drove you out! So I curse your life out!” (Oedipus at Colonus 1571-4). This curse reveals much. First, his action shows a striking similarity to his actions in Oedipus the King. Here he is responsible for the deaths of his children, and earlier he was responsible for the death of his father. There are two differences though. In the case of Laius, Oedipus murders him himself however without knowing the person's relationship to himself. In the case of Polynices and Eteocles, Oedipus is indirectly responsible for their deaths but knows full well who they are and the power of his words. The curse also reveals a similarity between Laius and Oedipus, father and son. Oedipus curses his children to die at each other's hands for the actions they performed against him. Likewise, Laius exposes the infant Oedipus because of the prophecy that Oedipus would kill him and marry his (Laius's) wife. The third comparison this curse causes me to form is between Oedipus and Polynices. When Oedipus learns at Delphi of his prophecy, he vows never to return to Corinth, where he thought was home. In doing so, Oedipus fulfills the prophecy; nevertheless, he attempts to avoid it. However, after hearing the curse of Oedipus, Polynices does not attempt at all to avoid it. He could have called off his attack and never returned to Thebes, leaving the throne in the hands of Eteocles, but that is not what he does. He goes ahead with his plan, knowing Oedipus's curse.


Of all men in his lineage, Oedipus is the most innocent. He is directly responsible for the death of his father and indirectly responsible for the death of his two sons, and this is not even considering how his actions made Jocasta kill herself. However, he unwillingly kills Laius, he curses his children out of revenge for their actions, and Polynices and Eteocles continue with their actions without trying to avoid the curse at all. Laius attempts to kill his young child, Oedipus, and, if Oedipus's story is to be believed, tries to run him off the road. Polynices and Eteocles show no sympathy for Oedipus when he was exiled, and are willing to sacrifice many Theban lives in war for a personal matter. Oedipus causes much grief in his life, but does so out of prophecy with no control in the matter. McDonald calls Oedipus “the scapegoat for Apollo... [substituting] for the absent... god, and [taking] the blame for the plague” (156). Oedipus only wants what is best and should most definitely be considered a hero.
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