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Psychological Anxieties in English Literature 

 

N. Subhadra Chari 

Introduction 

 TheAge of Christopher Marlowe and the Age of D.H.Lawrence diverge in their socio-
political-cultural-literary background but the presence of psychological anxieties in all ages is 
indisputable in the history of mankind, now and then.  The characters and their portrayal of their 
mental pang due to some peculiarity in their thought process depicted in the English literature 
were immensely appreciated by the public. In renaissance period the hero’s in Gorboduc, The 
Spanish tragedy, Hamlet & Macbeth, if analyzed, their tragedy caused by fatal flaw in their 
character, similarly the hero’s in the modern novel like Ulysses, Maurice, The love song of J. 
Alfred Prufrock, Mrs Dalloway & Portrait of a lady deals with their contemporary issues 
expressed through stream of consciousness their character’s suppressed and repressed physical 
and emotional desires. The concept of intently choosing the hero’s from different age was to 
demonstrate that each era was subjected to its disturbing issues in the process of a new change 
for good or not so good in its entity. 

Author’s background and their treatment of the plot, themes, style and characterization of their 
Hero’s psychological turmoil in their work are true representation of the spirit of their age.  

The tragic study of Doctor Faustus and Paul morel’s disintegration as a modern man lay in their 
psychological struggles within the soul and body but dealing of the subject was powerfully 
influenced by the prevailing circumstances of its age.  

The Age of Christopher Marlowe   

 Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus as an individual was an absorption of the spirit of 
Renaissance, the conception which portrays “the struggle between overweening soul, typically 
Renaissance in its insatiable ambition, and the limitations which it seeks to overcome.”  The 
greatness of this play lies in its survival through shifting centuries in English literature with its 
profound significance and permanent universal appeal. Marlowe’s tragedy is classical Greek 
conception modified with its great yearning for knowledge and learning, with its hankering after 
sensual pleasure for life and with its inordinate ambition and supreme lust for power and self. 
 The new knowledge was homocentric; this meant the glorification of human body, mind, 
and man’s achievement rather than finding solace in belief in a theological God or supernatural 
or divine forces. Man became self-centric and the horizons of knowledge in all fields began to 
widen and man’s interest in several branches such as cosmology, psychology, astronomy, 
anthropology etc. increased manifolds. Renaissance men increased his thirst for thinking about 
future and his own existence precarious or life unsatisfactory, there emerged a spirit of 
restlessness, adventure, wonder and even depression, despondency and angst.  
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The Age of D.H.Lawrence 

 Sons and Lovers reflects the features of modern novel which is realistic in representation 
of varied influencing forces on the mind and psyche of the character of its age, it has strong 
undercurrent of realism and romanticism is usually on the surface or is only a mask. The most of 
the modern novel represent the complexities of life. It has stream of consciousness and greatly 
influenced by Freudian psychology whereby not the perceptible situation of the characters is 
studied but an effort is made to reach the mind and the psyche of the characters. Their relations 
and actions are also studied on the psychoanalytical plane. The typical modern novel depicts life 
as it is without undertaking to moralize, take sides or aim at reforms and in many of the novel we 
do not find the end and even the characters are not elaborately drawn resulting into the decay of 
both the plot and the character in the processes of narration.  

 In modern novel one can often find ideas and counter ideas but not the conclusion, 
generating in the end the force of bewilderment, absurdity and abrupt incompleteness to the 
readers. Science and its explorations made destructive and constructive effect on the lifestyle of 
the society, enabling an individual to treat sex relationship with a freer mind, and adversely 
affecting the spiritual wisdom focusing only on mind – the mind unbound by the limits of time 
and space. As a result of two world wars, modern man became embodiment of isolation, 
alienation, loneliness and exiled from self and the country and to live in disenchanted society. 
Lack of faith in God and religion caused man to develop confused conceptions in their own 
identities and an apprehensive anxieties as an integral part of their life to some extent was self-
created leading them to live a purposefully incomplete life. An important characteristic of the 
modern novel is its diversity of themes and variety of themes were not prevalent during 
Marlowe’s Age. 

Doctor Faustus Theme- The play opens with the chorus which announces the theme of the 
play- being neither exploits of war, nor ‘dalliance’ of love, nor ‘proud audacious deeds’. The 
theme is the story of a scholarly doctor who has his end because of excessive lust for knowledge 
in the fields of magic and necromancy. 

Novel Sons and Lovers theme was organic disturbance in the man-woman relationship presents 
the Freudian Oedipus complex in almost classical completeness and destroys his capacity to love 
and strike healthy emotional relationship with Miriam and Clara and in the closing pages of the 
novel, Paul is a broken and disintegrated man after his mother’s death tries to set off in quest of 
life away from the past. 

Characterization of Doctor Faustus and Paul Morel subjected to disturbed psychological state of 
mind but attributed to differing powerful emotions of ambition and Oedipus complex ; reflecting 
the concerns of their respective  age. 

 Faustus was like a modern man whose conscious self is opposed by the subconscious self 
as it is still deeply attached to the conventional doctrines and dogmas of Christian theology. 
Faustus mind and soul is fired with an inordinate desire for attaining supreme power through 
knowledge by any means fair or foul. With revival of learning, people began to believe that 
knowledge enabled man to become more powerful. These inordinate desires to attain super-
human powers are absolutely keeping with the adventurous spirit of the age of Renaissance. 
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 The description of the Faustus’s repentance, despair, and mental anguish are among the 
most vivid and poignant parts of the play and his possession of a revolutionary spirit who 
challenges God, religion, conventional morality and dogmas of medieval Christianity. 

Doctor Faustus was an embodiment of the spirit of the Renaissance passion for infinite 
knowledge. Inner conflict; a modern tragedy  

 The most striking thing that endows the play with a tragic unity is the character of the 
ambitious hero- whose mind is a battle ground between the forces of curiosity and conscience. 
Doctor Faustus scholarly and skeptical, defiant and desperate combines in himself the 
characteristics of a medieval rebel and a Renaissance adventure. It is the psychological study of 
this character that Marlowe draws with great mastery and the mental conflict of Faustus is 
presented with great tragic intensity, enhanced every now and then by the whispers of the Good 
and Evil angels. One can witness the course of this conflict with alternating moods of fear, pity, 
sympathy, and awe, till in the final scene when Faustus cries out his very soul, we just watch 
incapable of having any one particular feeling.  His subordinate characters are dedicated to one 
of the main purposes of expressing the psychological condition of Faustus from various point of 
view the perplexities of his divided spirits, his wavering of anguish and remorse, the flickering of 
hope extinguished in the smoke of self-abandonment to fear, the pungent pricks of conscience 
soothed by transient vision of delight, the prying curiosity which lulls his torment, at one 
moment, the soul’s defiance ‘yielding to despair, and from despair  recovering fresh strength.  
Doctor Faustus engulfs the reader in the waves of tragedy that fret and foam in its serious scenes. 

 His adventure itself in the realm of knowledge is full of dramatic possibilities; and the 
conflict in his mind between in his allegiance to the devil and his desire to repent for it and seek 
God’s pardon is, of course, dramatic in the extreme but that was the influence of the age. Faustus 
brings out the perpetual conflict between good and evil, and in the very terror of this conflict lays 
an irresistible fascination. He was blind in his determination thus became the hero and the martyr 
of forbidden knowledge. The last scene of the play presents a Faustus soul in disintegration and 
this scene acclaimed to be as one of the best in English Tragedy. It gives an account of suffering 
& pain and presenting Faustus as a tragic figure who in the pursuit of impossible his faculties, 
profoundly electrifies with pathos and passion get exhausted.   

 The conflict in Dr Faustus is in the nature of a spiritual combat within the soul of the 
tragic hero, waged according to his voluntary rejection of Christian values, there arises in his 
mind a deep conflict between the pull of tradition, the Will of God and the desire to learn more 
and more to taste the fruits of the forbidden tree.  

“Man will always sympathize with those who battle against the forces of Fate and fall in the 
battle.”   

Sons and Lovers considered being a pioneer of psycho-analytical novel as it presents Freudian 
Oedipus complex in almost classic completeness. 

 Lawrence, in his early life, experienced a strong mother-pull that adversely affected the 
prospects of his striking healthy emotional relationships with the opposite sex. He once remarked 
that he had loved his mother like a lover and had believed that “there was a bond between them 
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of prenatal origin which could never be broken and which made it impossible for him to find a 
real mate in any other woman”. Both spiritually and physically Paul Morel glued to his mother.  

Delineate Oedipus complex in ‘Sons and Lovers’. 

 The term Oedipus has been derived from the name of the king Oedipus of Thebes, who, 
though in ignorance, married his own mother and had children by her. Freud used this term to 
explain the manifestation of infantile sexuality in the relation of the child to its parents. The 
Oedipus complex “is a state in which a person shows excessive affection for the parent opposite 
in sex to him or herself, and a corresponding distaste for his or her other parent.” If it is son who 
is excessively fond of his mother – as is Paul Morel fond of Mrs Morel- and extends his fondness 
beyond puberty, adversely affecting the harmony of his relationship with other girls, it may be 
described as a victim of the mother fixation. 

 Disillusioned with her husband Walter Morel, Mrs Morel gradually casts him off and 
takes her two sons William and Paul as husband substitutes one after the other, thus wrecking 
their emotional life. The Oedipus complex is bound to entail the envy of the father; though quite 
unconsciously looks at the father as rival in his domination over his mother’s love. Paul hated his 
father and throughout the second part of the novel, Paul’s relationship with his mother was that 
of a husband substitute.  Mrs Morel is frightened of her estranged relationship with her husband 
and focuses all her attention on her sons. She wants to possess her first child William whose love 
affair with Lily she condemns. But the boy dies of pneumonia. Then Paul Morel, the third child, 
and the hero of the novel, falls ill. He was suffering from bronchitis. She nurses him tenderly and 
virtually treats him as her lover. This is how the famous Oedipus complex gets manifested in the 
novel.  

 The relationship between Paul and Miriam failed due to different expectations from each 
other. Miriam wants spirituality and Paul insisted on physical satisfaction they failed to live a 
healthy relationship. Mrs Morel felt Miriam would suck his son’s soul and Paul too realized that 
as long as his mother is alive, his relationship with any other women cannot be permanent. Since 
Paul cannot get physical satisfaction from Miriam, he enters into physical union with a married 
woman, Clara, who lives separately from her husband. But, the problem is that the woman was 
unable to satisfy him spiritually. The result is that Paul was thrashed by Clara’s husband to his 
complete discomfiture. 

 Since Paul feels that his failure with both the women, Miriam and Clara, has been 
because of his mother’s possessive nature towards his soul, he begins to hate her. But, when she 
falls ill with cancer, he tries to arrange the best medical treatment for her. 

 Being no longer able to witness the agonizing misery of his mother, he ends the story of 
her life by administering morphine to her. Now it was impossible for him to establish 
relationship with any women. He had to be lonely, and there was no escape for him from this 
state of affairs. It may be said that some of his own repressed and suppressed emotions, feelings 
and happenings in life find an outlet in his own works as may be perhaps, most applicable in a 
novel like ‘Sons and Lovers’.  He aimed at achieving sublimity and divinity through expression 
and repression of sex.       
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Conclusion  

 The famous quote from Milton’s Paradise Lost “The mind is its own place, and in itself 
can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven..”  Sums up the above effort to study psychologically 
tormented characters with a curative conclusion that they are the product of their mind and 
thinking that triggers the feelings to act instinctively and impulsively, spiritually takes away the 
soul from the body, forcing them to live an unstable life in an unnatural way. 
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