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           The Unsilencing of Oedipus: Time,  

           Monstrousness, Truth, and Shame1 

                by Ladson Hinton, M.A., M.D. 

 Evil is, then, nothing more than the denial of life's trauma and as such,  

 the nostalgia for non-existence, that is, the nostalgia for a timeless existence,  

 which, since it was never given or experienced, means nothing else but  

 the nostalgia for nothing itself. 

   --John Manoussakis, The Ethics of Time 

 

Introduction 

The rubric of IFPE’s 2018 conference, 'Unsilencing,' denotes that something has gone unseen, 

but is starting to become visible. There is a mood of anxious hope in unsilencing, of a freeing 

from the structures of domination. It involves something that was concealed or lost becoming 

more visible, and emerging from a forgotten or frozen state, into the flow of time. 

  Unsilencing may evoke violent emotions that threaten the fabric of who we are, both 

personally and culturally (Caruth, 1996; LaCapra, 2000). Perhaps most, if not all, transformative 

action has its source in unsilencing (Vattimo, 2016). A turbulent remembrance of monstrous acts 

and emotions may rend our illusions of a neatly unified self or society.  

 At its best, psychoanalytic ethos involves voicing the truth of the hidden dramas that 

human beings must somehow face (Scarfone, 2016). Shame often appears amidst the terror of 

such exposure. The Oedipus complex is a profound depiction of unsilencing, and, is one of the 

core constructs that Freud used to convey his view of the human condition. This conception was 

a work of genius, emphasizing the father principle, the triangle of mother-father-and-child, and 

especially the development of the civilizing function of the superego. However, it evolved within 

the milieu of Freud's cultural and historical surround, when there was a greater sense of 

 
1 A version of this paper was presented at a conference of the International Forum for Psychoanalytic Education 

(IFPE) on October 25-27, 2018, in Seattle, Washington.  
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patriarchal 'knowing.' At present, it seems to have lost its pre-eminence in psychoanalytic theory, 

often occupying a side room rather than being the main show (Fritsch, 2018; Perelberg, 2015). 

 Ironically, Freud never gave a systematic account of the Oedipus complex, even though it 

lay at the heart of his approach from early on (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1973). Over and over, he 

focused on the profoundly ethical truth that there is a violence in human interaction that needs to 

be acknowledged and sublimated, so that culture may exist (Fritsch, 2018; Perelberg, 2015). 

By looking at some relatively Silenced aspects of the more comprehensive myth of Oedipus, I 

hope to ‘unsilence’ Freud in ways that will better expand his relevance for our times. In this 

paper, I will first summarize the basic Oedipal story, using the play trilogy by Sophocles, as well 

as supplementary sources, and then enlarge more specifically upon the four central dimensions of 

time, monstrousness, truth and shame. 

 

Oedipus: The introductory narrative 

The Athenian audience was well-steeped in its own history and lore, the wars with Persia and 

Sparta, the changing alliances between the Greek city-states, and the advances in culture, 

including the mythic tales of Oedipus and his family of origin. There was a strong, trans-

generational aspect of the myth. Laius, Oedipus' father, had been the perpetrator of a terrible 

crime. According to Greek mythology, while entrusted with the care of Chrysippus, the young 

son of King Pelops, he fell in love with him and raped him. In his shame and anguish, the boy 

committed suicide. His father cursed Laius, dooming him to the fate that, someday, his own son 

will kill him and marry his mother, Laius’s wife. It was also told that the goddess Hera was so 

incensed by Laius' crime that she created the Sphinx to torment Thebes, where Laius was king. 
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Not all these details of the myth were fully explicated in the Sophocles' plays—and perhaps the 

lapse is indicative of a mythological inter-generational silencing (Priel, 2002). 

 The play goes on to show that because of the prophecy, Laius was determined not to have 

children, but one night when he was drunk, he conceived a child with his wife, Jocasta. The 

child, of course, was Oedipus. To thwart the curse, Laius pierced the nameless baby's ankles, and 

gave him over to a servant, with instructions that he be left to die on Mount Cithaeron. However, 

he was saved by a passing Corinthian shepherd who took pity on him and gave him over to the 

childless King and Queen of Corinth for adoption. Growing up, Oedipus was never told that he 

was adopted, however, his name, "Oedipus," means "swollen foot”––clearly hinting at his 

unusual origin. However, he became enraged when anyone enquired about his name. Like his 

father Laius, he was known for his rashness and irritability. Finally, he received a personal 

prophecy from an oracle, foretelling that he would murder his father and marry his mother. 

Thinking that this prophecy referred to his adoptive parents, he did not reflect, and instead left 

Corinth in an attempt to avoid that fate. Along the road to Thebes, the actual city of his birth, he 

met a group of men at an intersection, and the two parties attempted to pass simultaneously. 

There was an altercation, and King Laius, his father, was killed. 

 

Oedipus: The middle narrative 

Continuing on to Thebes––unknown to him that is was the city of his birth and the place of 

memories––he met the Sphinx at the portal of entry. This was a monstrous being with the head 

and breast of a woman, wings of an eagle, body of a lion, and a serpent's tail, who stood as a 

barrier. The creature challenged him with a riddle, which he had to answer at peril of his life. 

The riddle was: "Which creature has one voice and yet becomes four-footed and two-footed, and 
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three-footed?' He answered quickly, "Man––who crawls on all fours as a baby, then walks on 

two feet as an adult, and then uses a walking stick in old age." The Sphinx vanished, and he 

assumed it had been destroyed by his cleverness. Oedipus gloried in his victory, flaunting his 

deed to the people of Thebes, and taking on an identity as the savior of the city. Of course, he 

and they were totally unaware that he had already committed the monstrous crime of killing his 

father, Laius, the previous Ruler of Thebes. 

 Failing to reflect upon his encounter with monstrousness, Oedipus' rationalistic illusions 

hurled him further into its depths (Goux,1993, p.155). In the more ancient Egyptian culture, the 

Sphinx was the keeper of the most profound knowledge. Due to his shame and reactive 

disposition, he did not see that the riddle that referenced feet, might refer to him, the man named 

"swollen foot," who could never walk normally, due to the wounds of infancy, and whose 

progression through the stages of life had been violently disrupted from the beginning.  

Oedipus continually evaded the truth of his origins and had no curiosity about unsilencing his 

memories. On the surface, in his own eyes and in the eyes of the people of Thebes, he was the 

man who had vanquished the terrifying barrier to their city, the paradigm of the rational 

philosopher, and, the hero who could always keep memories and monstrousness at bay.  

 The city lacked a ruler because Oedipus had killed Laius during the incident on the road. 

In celebration of his apparent victory over the Sphinx, Oedipus was declared the new sovereign 

of Thebes, and married Laius' widow, his mother, Jocasta. Their four children, one of them 

Antigone, later had challenging fates at well. 
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Oedipus: The culminating narrative 

The plays reveal that, after some years, a devastating plague arose in Thebes, and the populace 

was terrified. One imagines a cityscape littered with corpses. An oracle declared that the cause of 

the calamity was the continuing presence in Thebes of King Laius' murderers. Their discovery 

and banishment was ordered by Apollo, in order to end the moral pollution that caused the 

affliction. No one except the blind sage, Tiresias, realized that the plague was actually the return 

of the Sphinx/enigma in a new form. There was a cultural belief that the state of the ruler was 

synonymous with the state of the city. Therefore, the populace, in their anxious unknowing, pled 

with Oedipus to never change, clinging to the illusion that sameness, synchrony, resisting the 

flow of time, could insure well-being. Instead, sameness escalated ethical disaster and monstrous 

suffering. Ironically, following the oracle's commanding message from the gods to discover and 

banish Laius' murderer, Oedipus took it upon himself to find the killer. This quest for memory 

rapidly led to a violent eruption of truth, guilt, shame, and horror. 

 Events culminated in the appearance of a Corinthian messenger with the news of the 

death of Oedipus' adoptive father, and eventually disclosed the facts of his biological parentage. 

The truth then emerged that, indeed, Oedipus was his father's killer, and his wife, Jocasta, was, in 

fact, his mother. Shame and horror overwhelmed him. His wife-mother hung herself, and he 

violently blinded himself. The 'unsilencing' of Oedipus to himself and to his world shattered that 

world, but his eyepits might then embody a different kind of vision, a different relation to being 

(Civitarese, 2008). In a later play in the trilogy by Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonus, Oedipua 

became a blind outcast who was more open to the world, finally immortalizing his life in a 

sudden disappearance in a sacred grove (Zupančič, 2000). The King of Athens then declared that 

place a shrine to be honored by the people of Athens. 
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Elaboration of basic themes 

Now, I will elaborate a bit more on the four basic themes upon which I touched during the 

previous narrative. It takes time for new dimensions of our personal and cultural lives to become 

visible, for ethical awareness to emerge (Manoussakis, 2009). Monstrous events occur at the 

crossroads of individual lives and cultures, and these two paths feel torn asunder, as if struggling 

to maintain a sense of unity and integrity amidst the upheavals (Grotstein, 1997). Unpleasant, 

sometimes horrifying, truths confront us, and our deep shame makes us want to flee, blame 

others, or find ready panaceas.  

 To speak more of time: Temporal awareness is uniquely human (Tulving, 2005). It is 

closely interconnected with ethics and consciousness (Hinton, 2019; Manoussakis, 2017). The 

primal shock and awareness of death, the future destiny of us all, plays a primordial role in 

bringing time fiercely into consciousness. The first intentional burial practices appeared in the 

Middle Paleolithic Age. Cave art appeared around 40,000 BC, and there was clearly an 

expectation of a regular return, a future. The paintings themselves were likely the recollection of 

a collective past, real or mythic, a combination of which is also seen in the Sophocles trilogy. 

Culture stems from anticipating the future, as well as preserving memories. Laplanche asked, 

why does a poet poetize, except for the hope of an audience "scattered in the future"? One could 

also imagine the future audience, looking back toward the creative poet of the past (Laplanche, 

1999, p. 224).  

 Jonathan Lear regards Oedipus Rex as the fundamental myth of 'knowingness,' and 

laments the tendency toward too much 'knowingness' in psychoanalysis. For example, from 

Lear's point of view every transference is a unique creation with its own qualities, not merely an 
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inevitable triangle. He also points out that there was no evidence at all that Oedipus was driven 

by what have come to be known as classical 'Oedipal wishes' (Lear, 1998, pp. 39-53 & 140).  

 Speed, not taking time for reflection, is also a major 'dis-ease' of our own era. Oedipus 

was always a man in a hurry, analytic and rational but unreflective (Lear, 1998, p. 43). For 

instance, when asked about his deformed feet, he did not wonder about the question in regard to 

his past, and instead became angry. After receiving the prophecy that he would kill his father and 

marry his mother, he acted impulsively, rather than feeling or reflecting upon the ambiguity of 

all prophecies. When he met the Sphinx at the entry to Thebes, he gave a superficial, rational 

response, and didn't reflect on its ancient nature, or upon why the enigmatic monster was there in 

the first place. When he first entered Thebes, Oedipus entered his place of memories, and 

showed that he was a man lacking in dimension. As Hans Loewald described, we all have the 

ethical task of turning our ghosts into ancestors (Loewald, 1960). This requires full participation 

in the flow of time, and honorable reflection on the past. This perspective has great relevance for 

us today. 

 As mentioned earlier, Oedipus encountered the Sphinx, a monster with the body of a lion, 

the head and breast of a woman, an eagle's wings, and a serpent's tail. In the gigantic monuments 

of Egypt, it was male, and was a guardian of the secrets of another dimension of being. In regard 

to the concept of monstrousness, we tend to deem a person, a behavior or an event monstrous 

when they exceed our capacity to comprehend them. There is a strong sense of horror and 

possible transgression, an emotional excess that we cannot assimilate. 'Monsters' tend to appear 

at times when cultures or individuals approach a profound crossroads of good or evil (Grotstein, 

1997). Oedipus did not reflect upon his encounter with, or meaning of, monstrousness, and his 

unexamined 'victory' eventuated in incest and plague. 
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 To the 'rational' mind, with its privileging of mastery and unity, the excesses of being 

such often feels monstrous and terrifying. Kristeva has written of the 'Black Sun,' and the 

semiotic 'Chora,' describing a pluralistic view of psychic reality that values the abject and 

overlooked in their multiplicity (Hinton, 2007; Yuan, pp. 191-201). From that point of view, 

coming into being means coming into differences, rather than into a unified symbolic order. It 

implies that there are events in life that are just not possible to assimilate, although consciously 

acknowledging such a reality may foster a wise humility. 

 Truth, the next prism of exploration, is perhaps the core ethos of psychoanalysis. 

Immersed in our 'knowingness,' we tend to take such a basic thing for granted, forgetting its 

crucial significance. It has repeatedly struck me over the years that too much of analytic training 

emphasizes conformity over creativity and new truth. Free association and free play have the 

intention to allow new dimensions of truth to emerge, but they are often taught as techniques or 

rules, rather than as means to foster openness to novel perspectives (Bitan, 2012).  

 In the sense of the Greek term, aletheia, truth is a process of uncovering or disclosing 

something that makes life worth living. However, when we see one dimension, we tend to close 

off others. It is a never-ending process. Truth is something we see, but only really know upon 

reflection. Its effects are often violent, we want to evade it, and it can tear us apart and even 

destroy us. How much truth can we bear, personally or in our social and organizational life?  

 Last but not least is shame (Hinton & Willemsen, 2018). Shame is an indicator of great or 

small disruption in our sense of a unified self. We cannot escape its inner and outer gaze, and 

that is what can make it so unbearable. As Levinas said, shame occurs when we cannot hide what 

we would like to hide (Levinas,             ). 'Skin shame' stems from the shaping of culture and 

family life, and at the extreme can lead to a stale conformity. 'Deep shame' can evoke profound 
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questions about who we are and can have ontological dimensions. For instance, Primo Levi 

described shame when he left Auschwitz: not shame at having been a prisoner, but a shame that 

human beings were capable of doing such things (Filipovic, 2017). 

  It is important to note that Greek culture was a shame culture, not a guilt culture.  

Guilt is closer to morals, a perception of specific wrongs done to others, while shame occurs 

because we have contemptibly fallen short of what we, or others, might have hoped of ourselves. 

Shame can understand guilt, but guilt cannot understand itself (Williams, 1993). The emotion of 

shame slows down the temporal flow and forces us to reflect, but at the other extreme can freeze 

the process of life. Living now in an age of shamelessness, at least on the surface, we keenly 

experience a lack of tact, mutual respect, and humility––all shame-related virtues. We project our 

monsters onto others. There is a devaluation of the importance of shame, and a tendency to view 

it as a symptom to be medicated rather than seen as a teacher (Hinton, 1998). Unsilencing our 

lives, to deeply experience the truth of what we have experienced and who we are, always 

involves deep shame and traumatic memories.  

 The broader Oedipus myth has deep relevance for all times, very much including our own 

and a lesson to be learned. It is well worth Unsilencing. I hope this small introduction, or for 

many readers a re-introduction, provides useful food for future thought. 
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