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Abstract.  

 

 D.H. Lawrence’s novel Sons and Lovers, written in 1913 is an 

autobiographical novel that captures the Morel’s disharmonious family situation. Critics 

have many times looked at Mr. Morel and his behavior to offer an explanation for the 

disharmony. However, by applying a historical and socioeconomic, gender and 

psychoanalytical perspective to an analysis of Mrs. Morel this analysis will focus on her 

many actions and behavior in an attempt to offer another explanation for the 

disharmony in the narrative. The analysis will mainly focus on her relationship with her 

sons, especially Paul. The conclusion of the analysis shows that Mrs. Morel through her 

over attached relationship with Paul led to three main consequences: his mental 

downfall, his incapability to have normal relationships, and the collapse of his 

individuality.   
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1. Introduction 

When analyzing Sons and Lovers, by D.H. Lawrence, many readers and 

scholars are critical of the father figure in the novel, Mr. Morel, whose behavior, it is 

argued, is the primary cause of the divisions within the family. Such negative analyses 

are based on a description of him as a bad man and father who physically abuses his 

wife and is an alcoholic. Moreover, it is further argued that he is an absent father who 

spends far too much time in the pub. This paper will not be an attempt to prove 

otherwise. The facts are visible in the book, and he was an abusive alcoholic man whose 

actions are unquestionably deserving of criticism. However, as it will be argued in this 

paper, Walter Morel is not the sole cause of the disharmony of the Morel family. The 

focus of this paper is Gertrude Morel, the mother in the family. Mrs. Morel is a 

character who makes questionable decisions throughout the book and is, therefore, a 

worthy object of study from the perspective of her responsibility for the divisions within 

the family. Mrs. Morel fails to be pleased with her husband and instead finds joy and 

pleasure through her children, especially Paul. Gertrude Morell is a mother who, many 

will argue, protects her children from their abusive father. The intention Mrs. Morel has 

to protect her children might very well be there, but her way of doing it could, in fact, 

damage Paul more than it helped him. To come to a better understanding of the role 

which Mrs. Morel plays in the dysfunctionality of the family life of the Morels, some 

aspects of a social theory of literature, gender studies, as well as Freud and his theories 

of the Oedipus complex, will be presented as the basis for the analysis. The thesis 

statement in this paper is to look at Gertrude Morel’s responsibility for the 

dysfunctionality in her family, especially the abnormal attachment between mother and 

son. 

  The structure of this essay will consist of an introduction, followed by a 

theory segment, an analysis of the novel, and it will finish with a conclusion. Both Mrs. 
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Morel’s behavior and Paul’s journey will be analyzed as he evolves over time. In the 

first stage, the focus will be on the close relationship Paul has with his mother. This 

could be seen as a healthy relationship between a sick child, as Paul is a child, and his 

mother. The next stage will focus on how Paul becomes more critical of his father and 

how Mrs. Morell encourages him to reject his father. The final stage will focus on when 

Paul has matured and starts to meet other women and how Mrs. Morell reacts to this, 

and lastly, how Paul starts to break free from his mother.  

  The book Domestic Disharmony and Industrialization in D.H Lawrence’s 

Early Fiction by Marko Modiano contributes to giving a broader picture of how the 

social norms affected Mrs. Morel and the society in which she lived. Julia Kristeva, by 

Noëlle McAfee, is a book with a collection of Kristeva’s many works in the fields of 

gender studies, feminism, and psychoanalysis. This book will support efforts to better 

understand Mrs. Morel as a mother and how she does not live up to the gender 

expectations put on her as a mother and a woman in the 19th century. Kate Millet, in 

Sexual Politics, presents a more in-depth analysis of D.H Lawrence as an author and his 

characters. Her book will be used to strengthen the gender and psychoanalytical 

perspectives in this essay. Both Kristeva and Millet are pioneers in their fields of study, 

and more recent sources will be used as well. The Reproduction of Mothering: 

Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender by Nany Chodorow provides a basis for 

understanding motherhood and the psychoanalytical complexities of the Oedipus 

complex. There will also be additional use of articles regarding the field of gender and 

psychoanalysis to see how Paul is affected by the upbringing he gets from his mother 

and to understand why his mother makes certain decisions. As Sigmund Freud’s ideas 

about the Oedipus complex are relevant for this analysis, the psychoanalytical studies 

carried out by Freud will be referred to as well. An analysis of Sons and Lovers will be 
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presented, which will show in which ways Mrs. Morel reinforces the Oedipus complex 

between her and Paul.  

 

2. Theory 

2.1. Historical and Socioeconomic 

  A historical and socioeconomic perspective provides us with a good 

understanding of the kind of conditions the Lawrence family lived in, and it also 

describes the disharmony in the Lawrence family which is relevant to this paper. This 

general socio-historical perspective is of great importance as the book Sons and Lovers 

is primary about D.H. Lawrence’s life and family situation, and the characters in the 

book represent himself and his own family. Industrialization, as it is depicted in Sons 

and Lovers, is an important factor for disharmony and alienation in working-class 

families. There was an ongoing conflict between the ideals of eighteenth-century 

England and the industrial socioeconomic structure. A description of what was 

happening with the people and interpersonal relationships during this time is that this 

conflict brought a “general breakdown of the relationship between human beings” 

(Modiano 1987, p. 13-14). The reason why industrialization brought alienation and 

disharmony into working-class family’s lives was because it shattered the family and 

left the woman all alone in the house with the children while the man was in a factory or 

in a mine, working all day.  

  The definition of the words “alienate” and “dehumanize” could be helpful 

to understand this paper. According to the Cambridge English Dictionary, alienate 

means “to cause someone or a group of people to stop supporting and agreeing with 

you” (ALIENATE: meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary). For example, a 

mother could turn her children against their father and influence them into no longer 

supporting and agreeing with him. The definition of the word dehumanize means to 



 

4 

 

remove a person’s ability to think independently and also his or her feelings towards 

other people. This was something industrialization contributed to in families 

(DEHUMANIZE: meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary). This kind of 

rationalism that the working class living in a modern society was exposed to, it is 

argued, separates the mind from the body and the social self while suppressing one’s 

individual self. This could cause the individual to be alienated and dehumanized. This 

can be compared to the preindustrial time, where the structure of society allowed 

families to live together and have unity which did not cause alienation in the same way 

(Modiano 1987, p. 14-15).  

  It was common that the working-class men were proud of being working-

class and therefore had no aspirations of belonging to the middle-class and going 

through the journey to climb the social ladder. However, there are mentions of wives 

being materialistic as they often wanted to control the money and strived for a higher 

social class. During these times, education was not that important for the majority of the 

people, but it could be used as a tool for someone who would want to climb the social 

ladder. When this happened, a clash of aspirations appeared in the families and could 

result in these families becoming dysfunctional because wives and husbands were 

arguing and fighting about class belonging and their ongoing situation. The social 

norms in 19th century England said that men should be working all day and bring home 

an income to provide for their families, while the women should be home and take care 

of the household and the children. This split in the families often caused men to be 

alienated from their families and led to disharmony in the families (Modiano 15, 78). If 

someone from the working-class were to deviate from the social norms, they would also 

become alienated from their social group, as they did not do what was expected of them. 

In Europe during the 19th century, women did not have very much freedom as they were 

tied to the family economically and divorce was something that was not an option (qtd. 
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in Kimmel 2000, p. 113). But Amy Aronson, who made this claim, does not mention 

that men of the working class did not have the opportunity to leave their families and 

divorce their wives either. If they had done so, they would, as mentioned, have been 

excluded from their social group because they were not doing what was expected of 

them.  

 

2.2. Gender 

  Aronson’s claim in Kimmel’s book, also provide an explanation for what 

gender is and what gender roles could mean. She writes that gender roles in the 

traditional nuclear family are mainly about the division of labor. The women are 

expected to be housewives who take care of the house and the children, and the husband 

is expected to work and be the provider for the family and she also mentions the 

historical difficulties for women to divorce (Kimmel 2000, p. 111). She means that 

individuals shape their lives within both historical and social contexts, therefore, 

Aronson claims as others have done before her, that gender is not something biological 

but rather something we are formed into by what we encounter in life. We create our 

genders within social institutions and the norms of society. She means that gender 

identity is socially constructed, and she writes that our identities are the result of the 

world around us as we interact in it, and also the values and norms in the world, which 

vary depending on the historical context (Kimmel 2000, p. 86-87). That society has 

expectations on gender which mold us into being a certain way cannot be denied. 

However, one cannot ignore the biological differences between men and women 

completely and claim that a woman is what she is because of society and vice versa. 

Millet’s opinion about gender roles is that men have socially organized attitudes against 

women. Women did not create the symbols which define them, instead, men did so in 

order to keep the women inferior. The world is a male driven world and the image of 
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women is created to suit the image men have about them (Millet 2016, p. 46). 

  Kristeva mentions gender roles and the expectations of women as mothers. 

She argues that a mother does right for the child not only because it is her duty, but also 

out of love, a love for something that “was once in her” (McAfee 2004, p. 86). She also 

mentions that women who bear children are giving a gift to humanity, a gift to ensure 

the survival of man, and in that sense, “a woman’s duty” (McAfee 2004, p. 87) is to be 

a mother (McAfee 2004, p. 86-87). This shows that there are gender studies that suggest 

that there is an expectation on the female gender to be a mother and care for the 

children. Kristeva has also mentioned that the majority of women today feel that their 

mission in life is to bring a child into the world, which brings up the question, “what lies 

behind this desire of being a mother?” (McAfee 2004, p. 99). She mentions that there 

will be a generation of females who will want both children and careers (McAfee 2004, 

p. 99-100). We are able to see that this is happening in today’s society. Women are both 

mothers and have good careers, and today it is socially acceptable for a woman to be 

both a mother and have a career. As stated before, during the 19th century in 

industrialized England, society did not provide this option for working-class women as 

they were only expected to take care of the children and the house. There is no good 

argument for isolating women in the home their entire life, but it is important to 

understand how society and its social norms were before we ended up where we are 

today.  

  Marie-Géraldine Rademacher has analyzed the excessive love of mothers 

towards their sons and means that it was common that mothers often could see an 

opportunity to climb in social class via their sons if they would become successful. This 

is something that was more common when the relationship between husband and wife 

was dysfunctional, leading to alienation of the father and a closer relationship between 

mothers and their sons (Rademacher 2019). Nesar Uddin confirms this theory by 
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mentioning a study which claims that wives who are not happy in their relationship with 

their husbands tend to turn to their children for emotional confirmation and that this is a 

common phenomenon. A result of a mother who is seeking emotional confirmation in a 

son could be that he develops a mother-fixation which could possibly damage the boy 

psychologically to the extent that he develops an Oedipus complex (Uddin 2013).  

There are arguments that an effect of fathers that are absent from the home could lead to 

a high likelihood that the mother will turn her affection and interest to the next obvious 

male, which in the 19th century was her son, and be particularly seductive towards him 

(Chodorow 1978, p. 105-106). As the father is not present, he cannot be there to prevent 

his wife from having a seductive approach towards the son, neither the son’s growing 

interest in the mother. When situations like these occur, it keeps the “sons dependent on 

their mothers for a sense of self-sufficient and self-esteem“ (Chodorow 1978, p. 105). 

This shows that the woman could react in an emotional way to her husband being absent 

as he is fulfilling the expectation of being the provider, and therefore initiate a 

relationship with their son.  

 

2.3. Psychoanalysis 

  Sigmund Freud’s Oedipus complex is very much present in Sons and 

Lovers, and a psychoanalytical analysis is needed in order to understand how it could 

appear and how it affects Paul as he grows up. The Oedipus complex is an important 

concept in psychoanalytical theory and also one of Freud’s greatest ideas. The complex 

is something which is developed between a mother and her son, or a father and his 

daughter but also between father and son, where the father sees his son as a rival and 

attempts to push him out of the home When the complex is between father and daughter 

it is called the Electra complex. According to his theory, the child will create 

obsessional feelings towards its parent with the opposite sex, and at the same time start 



 

8 

 

to see the same sex parent as a rival. Therefore, this is an abnormal behavior that can be 

triggered in both boys and girls (Fear 2016, p. 3). In this paper, however, only the 

Oedipus complex between a mother and her son will be investigated. An article about 

Freud’s Oedipus complex written by Antonetta Trotta and Ivan Formica explains a boy 

will think of having sexual intercourse with his mother at the same time he is repelling 

and hating his father as he is seen as his rival (Trotta & Fornica 2018). Chodorow states 

that a boy’s Oedipus complex is straightforward, and in a response to his heterosexual 

mother, his attachment is “charged with phallic/sexual overtones” (Chodorow 1978, p. 

93). The boy will start a rivalry with his father as they compete for his mother’s love, 

and finally, the boy will want to take his father’s place (Chodorow 1978, p. 93, 104).   

  To understand how the Oedipus complex develops, we have to analyze the 

early relationship between a mother and her son. Kristeva talks about the maternal 

image and mentions that when a child is born, it comes out to a world of plenitude 

where the mother fulfills all the needs “before they are recognized as needs” (McAfee 

2004, p. 33). This is also the case when the child is still in the uterus where 

“nourishment is constant” (McAfee 2004, p. 33). This plentitude the child experiences 

lasts until the child starts to realize that there is a gap between needs and these needs 

being satisfied. After this realization, there will come a kind of disappointment as the 

baby has to start to ask for its needs to be satisfied and wait for the mother to deliver. 

This is something the child experiences as an insult, and it is a need that never can be 

met (McAfee 2004, p. 33-34). Kristeva argues that for the child to be able “to become a 

subject” (McAfee 2004, p. 48), it must first “renounce its identification to its mother” 

(McAfee 2004, p. 48), a line must be drawn between the two. Even if the child goes 

through this passage, the identification to the mother is something that will continuously 

be present in the periphery of the child (McAfee 2004, p. 48). She also means that for 

the child to be able to create an “I”, it has to expel the mother both mentally and 
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physically, and that child will find the expelled mother both repellant and seductive as 

the child’s borders of self constantly are threatened and maintained (McAfee 2004, p. 

49-50). What we can see from this paragraph is that a child has all its needs satisfied by 

its mother and starts to identify with her, and in order for the child to become its own 

individual the child must renounce its identification with the mother. This is of great 

importance for a child to be able to develop into a mentally healthy person. 

  Chodorow stresses the importance for the mother to allow the child to start 

to differentiate from her, which is essential for the child’s “adaptive ego capacities” 

(Chodorow 1978, p. 83) to grow, and that it is the mother’s responsibility to guide the 

child in the separation from her. Mothers struggle between "maternal overprotection" 

(Chodorow 1978, p. 84), and "maternal deprivation" (Chodorow 1978, p. 84), which 

means that it is hard to know when they are maintaining primary identification and total 

dependence for too long or making demands on the "infant’s instrumentality" 

(Chodorow 1978, p. 84) in a stage which is too soon. This is as important as the 

provision of "total care" (Chodorow 1978, p. 84) in the child’s first period in life 

(Chodorow 1978, p. 83-84). The budding relationship a child has to its mother lays the 

foundation for that child’s expectations of women as mothers, and Chodorow states that 

many psychoanalysts have pointed out the importance of this “early relationship” 

(Chodorow 1978, p. 57). This early relation the child has to its mother is of enormous 

importance for the child’s sense of self, but also its feelings about his or her mother and 

women in general (Chodorow 1978, p. 77). From this we now also know that it is the 

mother’s responsibility to guide the child into differentiating from her as the child is too 

small to understand and make its own decisions and the father does not have the same 

relationship with the child.  

  Rademacher writes that a mother often loves her son as her self-object, 

which leads the son to develop characteristics that the mother needs instead of what is 
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right for him. This will make sure that the son will keep the mother’s love, but it will 

also prevent him from fully being his own individual (Rademacher 2019). If a mother 

loves her child as a self-object and is simply caring for the child out of egoistic and 

narcissistic reasons, it could be a possible explanation why some mothers would fail to 

realize the need for a child to differentiate themselves from their mothers and be their 

own individual selves. Chodorow states that it is clear that the Oedipus complex is 

about “fundamental feelings of dependence” (Chodorow 1978, p. 106), and “merging 

with the mother” (Chodorow 1978, p. 106), and is developed during the intense early 

years in life. This is something the son must overcome in order to “attain independence 

and a masculine self-identification” (Chodorow 1978, p. 106). “Sexual drives are 

common toward a child, particularly when there has been a gratifying pre-oedipal 

relationship” (Chodorow 1978, p. 161), between the parent and child during the infant 

years, which has strengthened the love for a parent, and a direct issue for boys with the 

Oedipus complex is that they have issues with their masculinity and female relations 

(Chodorow 1978, p. 161, 182).  

  These researchers all suggest and stress that the early relationship between 

a mother and her son lays the foundation for the son’s creation of an Oedipus complex 

to his mother. It is also stressed that it is the mother who bears the responsibility to 

guide the child to differentiate from his mother. The father’s problem in this is that he is 

alienated and dehumanized as he is busy providing for the family, which could cause 

the mother to lack the emotional support she may need and therefore not being able to 

stop the evolving situation. 

  Kate Millet writes about the consequences which could occur when a boy 

does not get the right guidance and early relation from his mother. She writes that when 

mothers are over-possessive and the Oedipus complex takes place between a mother and 

her son, it could lead to the son having difficulties with having a normal and healthy 
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relationship with other females as he grows up (Millet 2016, p. 246-247). This is 

because the son will be split and torn if he should be loyal toward his mother or if he 

should leave his mother and be with another woman. Therefore, if a boy has tendencies 

of the Oedipus complex, but does not have a relationship of sexual nature with his 

mother, he could possibly start to see his mother as an obstacle when he becomes aware 

of his sexual needs and does not get these sexual needs satisfied by his mother. She also 

means that if the father becomes violent and abusive towards the child and his wife, 

which could be likely to happen if he becomes alienated and is seen as a rival by his 

own son, it would create a stronger bond between the mother and the child. Therefore, if 

the husband would act violently and abusive in a situation like this, he would only 

reinforce the Oedipus complex between his wife and son because they would be sharing 

the feeling of being emotionally crushed and physically scared (Millet 2016, p. 246-247, 

251).  

  Millet also gives her view of one of the effects of the Oedipus complex, 

which agrees with what Chodorow writes about boys that could have problems with 

their masculinity. Millet writes that it does not have to be so much about the son’s 

passion towards his mother, but rather about his passion for attaining a certain level of 

power which he would be entitled to as a man, and this is because young boys would 

associate themselves with their mothers instead of their fathers (Millet 2016, p. 248). 

This provides us with an understanding of the consequences an Oedipus complex could 

have on a boy. Not only would he have difficulties with his own self-identification and 

seeing himself as an individual, he would also have difficulties with engaging in normal 

relationships with other females as he comes of age. Millet’s explanation that the fathers 

who would feel threatened by their sons and start to act in an abusive way towards his 

family would only reinforce the Oedipus complex and make him more alienated than he 

already is. It is important to understand that this is not an argument to explain why 
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fathers could act abusive and violent because regardless of the situation it is always 

wrong. This rather explains that a violent father could reinforce the Oedipus complex. 

 

3. Discussion 

3.1. Mrs. Morel 

  When analyzing this novel, and more specifically the relationship between 

Mrs. Morel and her son Paul, the structure will be divided into two parts. Firstly, a 

discussion about Mrs. Morel’s behavior and actions will be necessary before moving on 

to Paul. When analyzing Paul and the effects of his mother’s behavior, it has to be done 

with a focus on change over time, where analyses of different stages in Paul’s life will 

be carried out. There are several occasions in the novel where Mrs. Morel shows signs 

of being an over-possessive mother who initiates an abnormal relationship with Paul. 

One might wonder what the reason is for this relationship between mother and son to 

take place. When Mrs. Morel got married, she almost directly started to despise her 

husband and his behavior and values. He was a drunken and absent coalminer with no 

aspirations in life, and Mrs. Morel wanted a change in her life. She quickly realized that 

nothing would ever change in her life, at least not until her eldest son William had 

grown up (Lawrence 2006, p. 11, 13-14). Something that is of importance here is to 

understand that a divorce was not an option for either Mr. or Mrs. Morel, as divorce was 

not an option for working-class women of that time, and they were expected to take care 

of the children. There was also a tradition amongst working-class men that they had a 

responsibility as a father and husband to provide for their family.  However, this is the 

first sign shown by Mrs. Morel that she is looking for alternative sources of happiness 

in her life instead of her husband.  

  Two things that are relevant when looking at Mrs. Morel’s upbringing are 

that she was, and still is, a beautiful and very intellectual woman who came from a good 
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but poor family, and the other fact is that she also had difficulties with her father, as he 

was not treating her mother kindly (Lawrence 2006, p. 15-17). As the Morel’s first child 

is born during a period when Mrs. Morel felt lonely, this reinforced her love towards her 

child to the extent that jealousy started to grow inside Mr. Morel. Mrs. Morel started to 

despise her husband and began to turn their child against him (Lawrence 2006, p. 22). 

Further on, she had more children, and as she was about to give birth to her second son, 

Paul, she feels a warming sensation in her heart by the thought of being a mother of 

men. By this stage, she no longer had a life of her own, she lived through her children, 

and the eldest was already seen as a lover to her (Lawrence 2006, p. 43-44).  

  In the narrative, we can see an example of a woman who lives her life 

through her children (Modiano 1987, p. 78). This is seen to be accurate when it comes 

to Mrs. Morel as she lives her life through her children in an attempt to flee from her 

disappointment in her husband. William grew up and came to the age of being 

interested in the opposite sex, and a girl came knocking on the door asking for him. 

Mrs. Morel clearly shows her disproval of him seeing girls and tells her to leave, and at 

another point in the novel William was reading love letters to his mother that he had 

received from girls, whilst she mockingly said that they were not good enough for him 

(Lawrence 2006, p. 74, 80). William later met a girl called Lily, whom he made his 

fiancé, and Mrs. Morel once again showed a continuing dislike for him being with 

another girl. It affected William to the extent that he started to hate her, and his 

relationship with Lily started to fail (Lawrence 2006, p. 127, 160, 162). Shortly after 

this William died from a disease in front of Mrs. Morel, which affected her horribly, 

and she became like a mute ghost (Lawrence 2006, p. 166-168).  

  From here on, the focus will be on the relationship Mrs. Morel had with 

Paul. Paul was much like his mother; he was built like her and very conscious of her 

feelings. As mentioned, all the children hated their father, but particularly Paul, who 
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completely stood by his mother’s side (Lawrence 2006, p. 82-83). As William now was 

dead, Paul was the only child that Mrs. Morel had close to her, and he was stuck close 

to her all the time, and everything he did was for her (Lawrence 2006, p. 142). One 

disturbing thing is how Mrs. Morel sleeps together with Paul, and after William had 

died, Paul got sick with bronchitis, which Mrs. Morel directly blamed herself for. After 

that, her whole life revolved around him (Lawrence 2006, p. 171). Her behavior can be 

interpreted as obsessional, as she is constantly seeking his full attention and living her 

life entirely through him. When he does things that normal children should do, she 

misses his presence, and as she invites him to spend some time together, she describes 

the feeling of being with him as “A feeling of stillness, almost ecstasy came over her 

(Lawrence 2006, p. 201).  

  Mrs. Morel was convinced that Paul was unique amongst her children, 

which explains why she differentiates Paul from her other children and could also be an 

explanation for why her relationship with Paul becomes abnormal (Lawrence 2006, p. 

222). As Paul starts to initiate a relationship with Miriam, a girl who is in love with him. 

Mrs. Morel becomes jealous and starts to blame Paul’s misfortunes on Miriam. She is 

saying to Paul that Miriam is trying to take him away from her and that her heart hurts 

when he is out with her, which leads to Paul starting to hate Miriam. She views Miriam 

as a rival for her son’s attention and the reason for him becoming absent from her. The 

relationship between Miriam and Paul is broken up, and Paul leaves her for the sake of 

his mother. He was faithful to her and loved her at first (Lawrence 2006, p. 229-231, 

249-250, 260-262). As Paul later starts to see another girl, Clara, the same procedure 

happens again, with Mrs. Morel being jealous and doing her best to destroy the 

relationship that is going on. She compares herself to Clara and deems herself better 

than her and tells Paul that the two of them will not last. Mrs. Morel’s behavior is not as 

extreme as it was with Miriam, which could be because Clara was a married woman, 
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and therefore was not as threatening as Miriam (Lawrence 2006, p. 359, 366, 374).  

  What has been described here is a mother who is not content with her 

marriage with her husband. She is a woman who thought she married a man in the 

middle-class but instead married a proud working-class man who had no ambitions 

whatsoever to be anything else than what he is. The lie Mr. Morel told about himself, in 

combination with his absence and drinking problem led to a realization for Mrs. Morel. 

She understood that she could never achieve her ambitions with this man, and she, as a 

woman in the late 19th century, could also not complete this journey by herself. As 

Modiano states, the industrial socioeconomic structure of that time was a huge reason 

for the disharmony in families during this time in England, which also is the case in this 

novel. It was common that some women of that time were often striving for a higher 

social class and had aspirations which their proud working-class men did not have 

(Modiano 1987, p. 13-14, 78). Other studies also show that when a mother is not 

pleased with her husband, it is not uncommon for her to search for a companion in her 

sons, who are the closest alternatives (Chodorow 1978, p. 104). Both Mr. and Mrs. 

Morel did lie about their class, but only Mr. Morel accepted the situation they were in 

and without complaining did what was expected of him, unlike Mrs. Morel who became 

unhappy and dissatisfied with her husband and tried to reach her goals in other ways.  

  The fact that Mrs. Morel is not able to reach her ambitions and goals by 

herself or her husband, caused her a narcissistic injury, which is experienced as a 

humiliation for her and makes her constantly search for reparative measures, in this 

case, her sons (Rademacher 2019). Hariatotou is also of this opinion. She writes that 

women try to flee from their failed marriage and turn to their sons to reach the kind of 

success that would please them (Haritatou 2012). From Haritatou’s explanation, one can 

get the understanding that by the end of the book, Mrs. Morel is a ruthless, manipulative 

person. Uddin’s opinions about mothers is in line with what the other sources already 
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have claimed. The conclusion can be made that Mrs. Morel, as she gets tired of her 

husband not being what she first thought he was, instead turns to Paul as an attempt to 

reach the goals in her life, which will bring her happiness (Uddin 2013). When Mrs. 

Morel first turned toward William and later on Paul to be able to reach success in her 

life and be involved in a more intellectual lifestyle, she also became overly attached to 

them. The opinion that Mrs. Morel turns towards her sons as an attempt to smother her 

own emotional life is available through the many examples in the book, is also a 

thought shared with Modiano (Modiano 1987, p. 85). This led to her sons, especially 

Paul, being unable to have normal relationships and the creation of an Oedipus complex 

to Mrs. Morel. Millet confirms this theory that it is the mother’s relationship with her 

son which leads to him being incapable of having normal relations with other girls, and 

Mrs. Morel is described as a “devouring maternal vampire” (Millet 2016, p. 246). Millet 

also provides her readers with a letter that D.H. Lawrence himself wrote, where he gives 

his description of the book, in which he writes that this is the case of “a woman whose 

character and refinement goes into the lower class and has no satisfaction in her own 

life” (Millet 2016, p. 245), and as her “passion for her husband” (Millet 2016, p. 245) 

goes away she turns to her sons. This relation she creates to her sons is described to be 

“the strongest power in their lives” (Millet 2016, p. 245), and both of the sons renders 

up being unable to have normal relations (Millet 2016, p. 245-246).  

  One might think that is wrong to say that Mrs. Morel as a  mother is 

responsible for the Oedipus complex which takes place in Paul, but according to 

Chodorow, it is the mother who bears the responsibility for the children in the early 

stages in their lives, which also is a stage where the child would create these kinds of 

complexes like the ones we can see in Paul. Chodorow writes that the early relations an 

infant has to its mother profoundly affects the child in its sense of a “self” and also its 

other relations and women in general. It is also important that the mother is aware of 
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when she should guide the child in separating from their mother and start to 

differentiate from her (Chodorow 1978, p. 77, 83). Mrs. Morel never seems to separate 

herself from Paul, but instead goes the other way, by never letting go of her sons and as 

D.H. Lawrence himself describes it, holds their souls (Millet 2016, p. 246). Chodorow 

continues to write that the importance for a woman to relinquish the control of her child 

can be compared with the importance of the child’s initial need for provision and total 

care (Chodorow 1978, p. 84). This is something that Mrs. Morel is unable to realize and 

something she must be held accountable for. Therefore, she can be blamed for causing 

dysfunctionality in her sons and bringing disharmony in the Morel family. Also, Mr. 

Morel’s behavior as an absent father with a drinking problem and abusing nature is 

undeniably wrong, but it does not make the actions of Mrs. Morel acceptable, as she is 

responsible for the relationship she had with William and Paul. The gender roles and the 

expectations society had on both genders were that men are the working providers and 

women care for the children and the house (Kimmel 2000, p. 111). Mr. Morel accepted 

these expectations while Mrs. Morel could not accept them, as she was determined to 

climb the social ladder and reach a position in society that was beyond her grasp.  

  

3.2. Paul Morel  

The second part of this discussion is to see how Mrs. Morel’s abnormal 

behavior and over-attachment to Paul affects him both as a child and as he grows up. 

Paul is born into this world and is directly exposed to the poor relationship between his 

mother and father. Already as a little child, Paul experienced violence and disharmony 

in the family and witnessed his mother being struck by his father and often listened to 

them arguing (Lawrence 2006, p. 53, 85). As Mrs. Morel had her problems with being 

overly attached to William, who by this point had started to grow up, she came to treat 

Paul similarly. However, Paul was special to her and therefore was treated differently 



 

18 

 

than the other children. Paul was a small and quiet child, who always followed his 

mother wherever she went, but also a very clever boy who was early on encouraged by 

his mother to study (Lawrence 2006, p. 64-65, 78). Paul also suffered from bronchitis 

while the other children were quite strong, something that made Mrs. Morel’s treatment 

of him different compared to the other children. He is described as a boy who loved and 

observed his mother and looked at her movements with delight. The two of them often 

shared the bed, something he enjoyed because their bodies touching felt warm and 

secure and created a feeling which brought peace to his young soul. He started to 

develop a behavior to always want to please his mother, for example, when he was out 

picking berries, and he never wanted to come home empty-handed as he was afraid it 

would disappoint his mother. His gifts were brought as tokens of love (Lawrence 2006, 

p. 90-93). Paul started to associate himself with his overtly attached and possessive 

mother. At the same time, he came to hate his father by the encouragement from his 

mother in combination with his own observations, experiencing every conflict his 

parents had from his mother’s point of view. In his early years, Paul often thought of 

occasions when his father had hurt his mother, and by the fact that his mother had taken 

a role as the protector over him, he saw his father as the cause of all the misery in the 

family’s life and often prayed to God that his father should die (Lawrence 2006, p. 83-

85).  

  Millet provides an explanation why Paul as a young child took his 

mother’s side. She writes that during Paul’s year as an infant he was in his mother’s 

arms while Mr. Morel was beating her, and that Paul shared the feeling of being 

emotionally crushed and physically afraid of Mr. Morel. This created a special bond 

between the two of them, a bond that would last past everything else (Millet 2016, p. 

247). Millet’s explanation is not wrong, but she cannot neglect the fact that Paul was 

born into a situation with a father who had been alienated by his wife and children, and 
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started his life with an absent father who was always out working at the same time his 

mother was overly attached to him and showed her affection to her child in a 

smothering way. This is not a claim to try to justify Mr. Morel’s abusive behavior; 

children should never have to pick a side between their parents, which is what Paul had 

to do. And the natural choice was his mother, as she was the one who always was by his 

side, forming him into the person he would grow up to become. In the first stage, Paul is 

born into a world where the relationship to his mother could have been experienced as a 

normal one. Nevertheless, as Kristeva writes, a mother has a responsibility to help the 

child to differentiate themselves from the mother to be able to become their own person 

(McAfee 2004, p. 83). This is something Mrs. Morel never does. Instead, she involves 

Paul in her and Mr. Morel’s infected situation and makes him take on her feelings and 

encourages him to hate his father, which is something he quickly ends up doing. 

Kristeva also writes that it is when children expel their mother both mentally and 

physically that they can start to develop into being their own person, which, as said, 

Paul is never able to do (McAfee 2004, p. 49-50).  

 The next stage, after Paul has gone through these early years of his life in 

this disharmonious family, is when he starts to hit puberty and is in his early teens. As 

his older brother William moves to Nottingham, Mrs. Morel makes a companion of 

Paul, something which also created jealousy between the brothers. Paul had no personal 

ambitions in life. He only wanted to be close to his mother, and everything he did in life 

was to please her. After William died, Paul became desperate when he saw how his 

mother was hurt and did not give him the same response and attention as before 

(Lawrence 2006, p. 114, 142, 170). A time after this, Paul starts to see Miriam, a girl his 

age who is mysterious and very beautiful, and they quickly became interested in each 

other. The first sign that Paul will have problems with relations is that he starts to 

compare this girl with his mother. He starts to treat Miriam poorly, and on one occasion, 



 

20 

 

he threw a pencil at her (Lawrence 2006, p. 173-175, 179, 184, 189).  

  As Paul spent much time with Miriam, Mrs. Morel instantly blamed his 

absence on Miriam. Every time he was with her and got home, his mother was angry, 

and she shows signs of jealousy of her son and Miriam. Mrs. Morel continued to resent 

Miriam for making her son her companion. Paul started to see how his new relationship 

hurt her and turned his hatred towards Miriam for making his mother suffer (Lawrence 

2006, p. 196-197, 212, 230-231). Even though Paul obviously was interested in Miriam, 

he was not capable of having a relationship with her as it is his mother who controls 

him. His feelings will always be for his mother firstly, and as she is blaming Miriam for 

trying to split up the two of them, Paul is left with no choice than leaving Miriam 

against his own will. He starts to hate Miriam because his mother does so. He is, at this 

point, so attached to his mother that he lets her feelings control his actions, and when 

she was hurt and sad, he shared her feelings (Lawrence 2006, p. 252, 255). Paul breaks 

up with Miriam under the influence of his mother and felt happy. Being faithful towards 

his mother brought him happiness because his love for her was most important for him 

(Lawrence 2006, p. 261-262).  

  Modiano points out that this is the way Mrs. Morel creates a dependence 

to Paul, which prevents him from establishing any close contact with the women in his 

life (Modiano 1987, p. 76). As discussed, Paul has not been allowed to become his own 

person. Rather, he is dependent on his mother and completely associates with her and 

her feelings. This is what we see when Paul neglects his feelings for Miriam and leaves 

her to make his mother happy. As mentioned earlier in this essay, a boy’s Oedipus 

complex works as either a response or together with his mother, and the complex is 

charged with sexual overtones. As the father is seen as a rival, whom the boy hates, the 

boy will try to replace him in a fight for the mother’s love and attention (Chodorow 

1978, p. 93). 



 

21 

 

  This explanation of the Oedipus complex fits in with some of Paul’s 

behavior as we can see that he hates his father and is in desperate need of pleasing his 

mother to maintain her love. Later on, Paul meets Clara, a girl who is the replacer of 

Miriam. However, Paul is unable to let go of Miriam and has a relationship with both of 

the girls simultaneously and thinks about his feelings for both of them (Lawrence 2006, 

p. 305-306, 319). Paul has sex with Miriam, something that Millet describes to be a sort 

of examination that she fails (Lawrence 334; Millet 254). When Paul realized that 

Miriam did not please him, he left her and moved on with Clara instead. Paul discussed 

with his mother that he will dump Miriam once and for all, a decision she encourages. 

Directly after dumping Miriam, he goes to Clara and kisses her and falls madly in love 

with her (Lawrence 2006, p. 335, 338-339, 347-348, 356). When Paul starts to talk 

about marrying Clara, Mrs. Morel advises him not to and says it is not a good idea. Mrs. 

Morel tells Paul that she is not good enough for him and that their relationship will not 

last (Lawrence 2006, p. 359, 374). Once again, we are able to see how Mrs. Morel 

encourages Paul to end his relationship with Clara. Paul suffers from this situation and 

is visibly affected by what is going on. Millet writes that the most central conflict in this 

novel is about Paul’s divided loyalty to his mother and mistresses (Millet 2016, p. 251). 

This is an obvious claim to make for anyone who has read the novel, as Paul is unable 

to react to his feelings towards the girls and constantly ends up coming back to his 

mother, who is the main focus, and true love of his life.  

  The third and final stage for Paul becomes visible as he has grown into 

being an adult man. What we can see in this stage is that Paul is more conscious about 

his relationship with his mother, and the reason why he is failing his other relations. 

When Paul started to spend time with Miriam and Clara, he became interested in them, 

but in the beginning, it was still his mother who came out as the conqueror of his heart. 

After Paul left Miriam and moved on to Clara, he became obsessed with Clara in a 
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sexual way. Paul is obsessed with her looks and the passion existing between them. This 

was the first thing Paul had in his life, which did not include his mother, a sexual life, a 

sexual life that he held concealed from her, and it bothered him. This is the beginning of 

Paul’s process of breaking free from his mother, and sometimes he started to feel hatred 

towards her because he felt that she had condemned him. Paul wanted to free his life 

from her control and be his own person as he started to recognize a pattern where he 

always came back to her, no matter what. He wanted to be free and go forward with his 

life and love another woman.  

  Now Paul started to ignore his mother’s influence and created a distance 

between them as he did not tell her everything as he had done before (Lawrence 2006, 

p. 380-383, 389). He has a discussion with his mother about marrying Clara, which he 

does not want to, and it frustrates him, and Paul realizes that he will never meet the right 

woman as long as his mother is alive. The thought of leaving his mother cause him 

agony at the same time as it was an agony to have her near. Paul ends up going away 

with Clara for some time, creating more space between himself and his mother. During 

his time with Clara, he questions what she means for him. They are having a perfect 

time together, but still, he does not feel that it is her he truly cares for (Lawrence 2006, 

p. 395-396, 400, 402). After Paul came back, his mother got a deadly disease and was 

more or less waiting to die, and when Paul saw her and became aware of her condition, 

he broke and felt “as if his blood was melting into tears, and he cried in terror and pain” 

(Lawrence 2006, p. 412, 414). Paul accepts the situation and starts to think that when 

his mother is dead, he can be his own person and move on with his life. As he is taking 

care of her, he is troubled that she is lasting so long and feels that the only thing he 

wants is for her to die so he finally can be free from her. He crushes some medicine into 

her milk, to hurry up the process and put an end to her misery. Mrs. Morel finally passes 

away (Lawrence 2006, p. 438, 442). After his mother’s death, Paul felt crumpled up and 
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lonely. His mother was his whole world, and now he felt like he was slowly drifting 

towards death himself. He wanted his mother back as the thought of her being gone 

destroyed him. His mother was the only thing that held him up in life, and without her, 

he was lost and forever damaged (Lawrence 2006, p. 451, 455-456, 464).  

  Millet argues that the process of breaking free starts when a boy begins to 

realize he has sexual needs his mother cannot satisfy, and he starts to see her as an 

obstacle (Millet 2016, p. 251). This is an agreeable claim if one focuses on how Paul 

changes when he becomes an adult and more conscious about his situation. She also 

gives an interesting description of Paul’s relation with Miriam and Clara. She says that 

Miriam works as a spiritual mistress, and Clara is his sexual mistress, but neither of 

them has enough power to free Paul from his mother’s ultimate control. In the end, as 

said, Paul sees his mother as dispensable, and Millet argues that this is not because he 

wants to be with these girls, but so that he can inherit the vast masculine world which 

awaits him (Millet 2016, p. 252). This is not entirely accurate, as one can see in the 

book that Paul longs for just being normal and being able to have a healthy relationship 

with a woman and feel free. Millet also writes that when Paul had managed to devour 

enough of his mother, he felt confident that he could dismiss her. When his mother had 

ceased to be of service, Paul murders her in order to become himself (Millet 2016, p. 

248-249, 257).  

  Chodorow writes that it is clear that this dependence and “merging with 

the mother” (Chodorow 1978, p. 106) is developed during the early years in a boy’s life, 

and in order for him “to attain independence and a masculine self-identification” 

(Chodorow 1978, p. 106), he must overcome these feelings (Chodorow 1978, p. 106). 

This is a claim that Kristeva also writes about. She agrees that “the child must renounce 

its identification with its mother” (McAfee 2004, p. 48) to become its own subject, and 

she also writes that even if the child is able to do this, his feelings towards his mother 
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will always haunt him (McAfee 2004, p. 48). This is something we can see as Paul, 

after killing his mother in order to be free, still is haunted by the relationship he had 

with his mother. Uddin concludes his article by stating that a mother’s abnormal 

behavior towards her son is the cause of his destruction as a normal person. He walks 

around with a feeling of nothingness which haunts him for the rest of his life (Uddin 

2013). This conclusion Uddin makes is agreeable because one can clearly see at the end 

of Sons and Lovers that Paul is confused and broken as a person as a result of his 

mother’s relationship with him. The feeling of nothingness Paul feels in himself is 

strengthens the claim that Mrs. Morel holds his soul.  

 

Conclusion 

  The aim of this paper was to analyze in which ways Gertrude Morel is 

responsible for the disharmony in the Morel family, and especially the abnormal 

relationship she had with Paul. As has been discussed, it is clear that Mrs. Morel is not 

happy in her marriage with Mr. Morel. She has unrealistic aspirations and ambitions, 

and as he is not able to live up to her demands, she uses her children in the alienation of 

Mr. Morel, and all the children end up hating their father. Instead of reaching her goals 

and becoming content with her life with her husband, Mrs. Morel turns towards her 

sons, who are the closest male companions. She starts with making a companion of her 

eldest, William, and as he dies, she moves on to Paul. She lives her life through her sons 

and coerces them into making decisions in life which would enable her to be situated in 

more intellectual and pleasing surroundings, which would treat her narcissistic 

behavior. The over-attachment and possessive behavior she initiates with first William, 

and then Paul, causes both of them to suffer mentally. Mrs. Morel’s behavior could 

originate in her not being able to accept the expectations society had on the female 

gender to be home and care for the children while the man was expected to work and 
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provide. 

  Before William dies, he is unable to have a healthy and normal 

relationship with his wife to be. As Paul grows older and starts to meet other girls, Mrs. 

Morel shows jealousy and gives him a hard time for not giving her the attention she got 

before. Mrs. Morel talks down the girls he meets and does everything in her power to 

have him for herself. This affects Paul to a large extent. He becomes dependent on his 

mother in everything in his life, and he, just as his brother, is incapable of having a 

normal relationship with any other women. Because his mother never lets him evolve 

and become his own person in his essential early years in life, in combination with her 

never letting go of him as he grows up, Paul is unable to see himself as his own person 

and is incapable of being his own individual. He associates himself entirely with his 

mother, which holds him back in life. When Paul starts being interested in having 

sexual relations, which is a need his mother cannot satisfy, it forces Paul to analyze his 

relationship with his mother and he comes to realize that it is she who controls him. 

Paul understands that in order for him to move on in life and to ultimately be himself, 

he has to get rid of his mother.  

  As Paul has his mother on her deathbed, he hurries up the process by 

giving her an overdose of her medicine in a desperate attempt to be free. His desperate 

need to be his own person and being able to see himself as an individual, not having his 

life being dependent on his mother, causes Paul to murder her. After this horrible act is 

done, his happiness will not come. He feels lost and lonely, missing his mother and is 

waiting for his own death. The mental damage that Mrs. Morel caused Paul lived with 

him beyond her death, and he was doomed to be broken for the rest of his life. 

Something that started as a mother caring for her family’s success, turned into a woman 

who became obsessed by reaching her own goals and desires by any means. Mrs. Morel 

brought up a child to become a mentally damaged man, incapable of being his own 
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person, and at the same time, created disharmony in the whole family with all of the 

children hating their father. All this, to please her own unrealistic desires. This leads to 

the conclusion that although Mr. Morel was a man who lied to his wife and was absent 

and an alcoholic who occasionally was abusive towards her and the children, he is not 

the person primarily responsible for the disharmony in the family. Mrs. Morel did also 

lie about her social status, but unlike Mr. Morel, she could not accept the reality of their 

marriage, and started to hate her husband and turned all the children against him. Thus, 

her abnormal attachment to Paul led to three main consequences: his mental downfall, 

his incapability to have normal relationships, and the collapse of his individuality.  
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