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Abstract 

 

This essay will analyze the protagonist of Arthur Miller’s, Death of a Salesman, Willy 

Loman, from a psychoanalytical perspective. The purpose is to establish the reason for 

his suicide. The thesis is that Willy Loman seems to have developed a narcissistic and 

borderline personality disorder and as a consequence his mentality was affected and that 

led him to commit suicide. Willy Loman is a self-centered man who has an obsession 

with success both as a salesman but also as a husband and a father, in such a way that 

his mental health is questioned. This suggests that his final decision to commit suicide 

has been affected by some type of mental disorder that derives from his neuroses. 

Therefore, Willy Loman’s behavior will be investigated by using Freud’s 

psychoanalytical theory of neuroses and mental disorders.  
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 4 

1. INTRODUCTION   

 

Arthur Miller’s play Death of a Salesman is a criticism of America and the “American 

Dream”. The protagonist of the play is Willy Loman. He is an unsuccessful salesman in 

the post-war period around the late 1940s. Willy Loman is the example of the downfall 

that many people experienced during that period because of their false expectations of 

being rich and successful. He is a 63-year-old man from Brooklyn, married with two sons, 

who is seemingly exhausted from traveling around the country and wants to settle down as 

a salesman in Brooklyn. Willy is not happy with his life and that is very obvious since the 

whole play shows us exactly what he thinks in a way that it feels like we are inside his 

mind. This essay uses the Freudian psychoanalytical theory about narcissism but also the 

stages of borderline personality disorder in order to analyze Willy Loman’s behavior. 

Willy admires his brother but his actual role model regarding his career is Dave 

Singleman. Singleman was an 84-year-old salesman who according to Willy, could just 

pick up the phone and be remembered and loved by so many people. Willy Loman’s 

obsession with success and recognition has been a burden for him throughout the years in 

such a way that he created some unrealistic expectations about his life, his career and also 

about his sons’ careers and their lives. Willy’s delusional need to succeed makes him 

experience some paranoiac stages and as a consequence, various psychological disorders 

appear. This essay will investigate how and why his mentality was affected and what led 
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him to the decision to commit suicide. How did Willy Loman’s obsession with success 

affect his life? The thesis is that Willy Loman’s character seems to have developed into a 

narcissistic and borderline personality disorder and as a consequence his mentality was 

affected and that led him to commit suicide.  

     The essay is divided into two parts. The first part introduces Freud’s psychoanalytical 

theory with a focus on Freud’s specific research of narcissism. It also includes Kent-Inge 

Perseius’ research on personality disorder and more specifically the characteristics of the 

borderline personality disorder. Perseius’ research on borderline personality disorder is 

primarily based on the Freudian theory of psychoanalysis. Even if Perseius makes use of 

various psychoanalysts and their theories, they all have a strong connection to Freudian 

research on the narcissistic personality, therefore, narcissism and borderline personality 

disorder share some common characteristics. The second part consists of a close reading 

of some of the passages in the play in order to analyze the protagonist’s behavior and 

substantiate the stages that he follows in order to make his life’s final decision. Finally, a 

conclusion follows where the thesis of the essay is supported.   

 

2. FREUD’S PSYCHOANALYTICAL THEORY 

Sigmund Freud was an Austrian medical doctor, neurologist, psychologist, physiologist 

and the founder of psychoanalysis (Martin). He coherently formed the concepts of the 

unconscious, infantile sexuality and repression, as well as the Oedipus complex as a central 
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psychoanalytical theory as well as his theory of dreams among other things (Martin). His 

theories have been extremely useful and a source of studies among psychologists, 

anthropologists and more (Martin).  

     Freud’s theories of sexuality and different types of neuroses were used as the basis for 

the development of various therapies. Psychoanalysis was born as a clinical treatment for 

curing several types of psychological disorder (Martin). In this essay, psychological 

disorders play an important role for the protagonist and his decisions: therefore, close 

attention will be paid to the characteristics of psychological disorders. The aim of 

psychoanalysis is to treat the patient by connecting their mind to their unconscious in order 

to form a relationship between those two (Martin). Freud believed that when a patient 

starts to talk about their dreams, fears and fantasies those start to slowly go away and are 

totally eliminated once the patient understands the trauma from which those disorders have 

occurred (Martin). In some cases, however, mental disorders are extremely difficult to treat 

and narcissism is one of them. Narcissism will be further analyzed in order to make clear 

the obstacles that Willy Loman faces.  

     In order to come to a wide-ranging understanding of Freud’s psychoanalytical theory 

we can take a look at Freud’s book A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis. The book is 

divided into three parts. The first part is based on the psychology of errors. Those errors 

include either spelling errors, the misuse of words or forgetfulness. Such phenomena are 

considered to have a deeper connection with our mind that the patient often ignores or is 
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not aware of until the time that psychoanalysis is introduced (18-19). Freud believes that 

errors such as a slip of the tongue or the tip of the tongue phenomenon, have an actual 

meaning and are not just mistakes: “… the product of the slip has itself a right to be 

considered as a valid psychic act which also has its purpose, as a manifestation having 

content and meaning” (25). In this essay, forgetfulness will be taken into account since 

multiple examples appear in the play. The second part consists of dreams. According to 

Freud, dreams often present some symptoms of a mental disease that a patient can have. 

Freud was the first to actually further investigate dreams and their interpretations after the 

Norwegian author, J. Mourly Vold, who was the first to proceed to experimental research 

on dreams (65-68). Finally, the third part of the book mentions the general theory of the 

neuroses. Neuroses have an important role in Willy Loman’s behavior since his own 

neuroses derived from being very attached to the past and will later on develop into 

important disorders that will lead to a deterioration of his mental health. According to 

Freud, “… patients give us the impression of being fixated upon some very definite part of 

their past; they are unable to free themselves therefrom and have therefore come to be 

completely estranged both from the present and the future” (206). Freud meticulously 

explains the importance of psychoanalysis in order to cure those neuroses. Psychoanalysis 

is seen as a more progressive form of treatment compared to psychiatric treatment so while 

a psychiatrist tries to find solutions often with the extended use of medication for severe 

examples of neuroses, a psychoanalyst looks at the patient as a whole. Therefore, in 
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psychoanalysis treatment comes only after multiple sessions of talking with the therapist 

(Freud 192-195). The example that Freud uses in order to explain the psychoanalytic 

theory and how it can treat neuroses is a middle-aged woman who is happily married until 

she finds an anonymous letter that supports the fact that her husband is not loyal to her 

(188). The day before the letter incident, the woman has told a friend that she would have 

been deeply disappointed and unhappy in case she found out that her husband is cheating 

on her so, finding a letter claiming such a thing could possibly be false since her friend 

might have wanted to upset her. Nevertheless, she becomes obsessed with the idea of her 

husband cheating on her and is willing to divorce him (Freud 189). Throughout the 

psychoanalytic therapy, it is discovered that this woman is self-projecting her own fears to 

her husband since she herself has felt infatuated with her son-in-law (Freud 192). In order 

to connect this example to Freud’s theory of the Oedipus complex and sexuality it is 

mentioned that  

A strong erotic attachment to the daughter, which in the last analysis leads back 

to the mother's sexual constitution, will often find a way to live on under such a 

disguise. May I perhaps remind you in this connection that the relationship 

between mother and son-in-law has seemed particularly delicate since all time 

and is one which among primitive peoples gave rise to very powerful taboos and 

avoidances. (192)  
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     The example above is used in order to clarify the importance of communication in a 

broader way and expression of feelings and thoughts. In Willy Loman’s case there is a 

significant gap when it comes to communication between him and his family. This plays 

an important role in the deterioration of his mental health since both he and his family are 

unable to understand what is wrong with him. Once they start realizing what has been 

going on with him for several years, it is too late to actually help him. Freud used 

psychoanalysis in order to be able to treat mental disorders. Neuroses, a type of mental 

disorder that according to Freud, two types of neuroses have been crucial for the 

psychoanalytical theory and its treatment. “Compulsion neurosis and hysteria are those 

forms of neurotic disease by the study of which psychoanalysis has been built up, and in 

whose treatment as well the therapy celebrates its triumphs” (Freud 195). Compulsion 

neurosis is related to the play once we start analyzing Willy Loman’s behavior since the 

basis of his narcissism and later on, borderline personality disorder starts from his 

neurosis and obsession of success. 

     In conclusion, the book tries to give some examples of how psychoanalysis can be used 

to treat or help a patient to connect efficiently with their unconscious. Therefore, Freud 

gives some explanations on the general theory of psychoanalysis and how it works both in 

theory and in practice. This book has been the basic material to this essay in order to 

sufficiently understand psychotherapy and its characteristics and to be able to apply them 

to an analysis of Willy Loman’s behavior. 
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2.1.  Personality Disorders  

The term personality is used to refer to the specific characteristics and traits that a person 

possesses (195).  

     Personality disorders were previously referred to as pathological personalities. 

Pathological personalities were studied primarily from four perspectives. The first 

perspective is based on the clinical view, the second on dysfunctional personality traits, the 

third one relates to the brain and its biological system and the fourth one is based on 

genetics (Ekselius 196). The contemporary term personality disorder is classified based on 

the different types of symptoms. According to Ekselius, personality disorders have six 

clinical personality traits that are categorized by their intensity of the symptoms. Those 

traits are based on the individual personality structure rather than pathological aspects 

(197). The personality disorder that this analysis is based upon is the borderline personality 

disorder. Borderline personality disorder has as basic characteristics erratic and unstable 

behavior as well as identity disturbance, self-harm, anxiety and psychotic stages. People 

with borderline personality disorder are commonly to commit suicide and also have 

depressive symptoms (Ekselius 198-199). After understanding the function of the general 

term personality disorder, it is easier to research the function of the borderline personality 

disorder and how that can be analyzed. 

 



 

 

11 

2.1.1 Borderline Personality Disorder  

According to Kent-Inge Perseius in Borderline Personality Disorder Studies of suffering, 

quality of life and dialectical behavioural therapy, BPD (Borderline Personality Disorder) 

was defined as a neurotic and psychotic behavior by the psychoanalyst Adolf Stern in 1938 

(11). During the 1960s  the psychoanalyst Otto Kernberg gave BPD a more specific 

description. He characterized it as “diffusion of identity, psychological defense mechanism 

based on splitting and projective identification but with sufficient reality testing” (Perseius 

11). Even more specific, “Narrower, descriptive criteria were introduced by John G. 

Gundersson in 1975, with rage, depression, impulsivity, superficial social adjustment, and 

instable close relationships as core symptoms” (Perseius 12).  

     No earlier than the 1980s, BPD became incorporated by the American Psychiatric 

Association (Perseius 12). The disorder was categorized with eight criteria and become a 

part of the third version of the Diagnostical and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 

(DSM III) (Perseius 12). According to Perseius, the American Psychiatric Association 

describes BPD as having a core to instability of personal relationships, instable self-image 

and impulsivity (12). This may vary from person to person but some of them or all of them 

are most likely to appear (12).  

     1.Fear of abandonment: People with BPD tend to feel insecure towards others and often 

have an extreme fear that the people they love will leave them. This can be real or even 

imaginary (12). 2.Unstable personal relationships: BPD patients tend to feel sad and 



 

 

12 

unloved when they have unrealistic expectations of their loved ones or because of the 

idealization that they have created towards them. They also fear that they cannot live 

without the people they love and that makes them often paranoid towards those people by 

projecting their own fear to others. This often leads to conflicts and as a result they lose 

important relationships (12). 3.Self-confusion. People with BPD tend to suffer from an 

insecure identity. They are not realistically self-aware since they can have immense shifts 

on how they see themselves or how they feel about their personality. For example, they can 

get extremely secure about being important one moment and very insecure the next (12). 

4.Self-harming: BPD patients tend to have an impulsive behavior which often leads to self-

harm. This happens by multiple ways such as irresponsible driving (12). 5.Suicidal 

behavior: Suicidal behavior of either attempting suicide or thoughts about suicide or even 

threatening about committing suicide is often a very clear sign of the patient trying to seek 

attention of the people around them (12). 6.Emotionally erratic: Mood swings are often 

including feelings of extreme panic, anger and sadness which do not last more than some 

minutes or hours (12). 7.Emotional emptiness: Chronic feelings of emptiness tend to make 

BPD patients seek for things to do in order to cover their boredom and feelings of 

emptiness (12). 8.Extreme anger: Feelings of extreme and unpredictable anger are usual 

among BPD patients (12). 9.Paranoia: People with BPD can often get delusional or 

paranoid about a situation without really knowing if it is a real or an imaginative one. 

Feelings of being numb can also occur and last from few minutes up to few hours (12). 
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     Since BPD and narcissism share some very common characteristics, it is easy to think 

that those two disorders might affect one another. In fact, it is proven that BPD and 

narcissism are closely related. “However, little is known about the significance of 

pathological narcissism for BPD patients. Emotional vulnerability and interpersonal 

dysfunction are considered as key factors of both, and co-occurrence of BPD and 

narcissistic personality disorder” (Euler et al. 2018). Those are some important details that 

will take part in the analysis of Willy Loman’s behavior. 

 

2.1.2.  Narcissism  

According to Fredrik Artan in Narcissism and the American Dream in Arthur Miller’s 

Death of a Salesman, narcissism is a concept of psychoanalytical theory derived from 

Greek mythology. Narcissus was a young man who saw his reflection in the water and fell 

in love with himself. Narcissism is categorized by the American Psychiatric Association, 

as a mental disorder and is based on egoism and extreme idolization of a person with 

themselves (3). Artan gives some typical features of a narcissistic personality: “the 

narcissistic personality is generally identified by their most common traits: an overt and 

striking feeling of grandiosity, arrogance, insensitivity to others and denial of emotions” 

(7). 

     Freud was the first to introduce narcissism in 1914, On Narcissism: An introduction 

(Artan 3). According to the translated version of Fonagy P., Freud’s on Narcissism: An 
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introduction, narcissism has its roots in egoism “narcissism means selflove and egoism 

means the self-regard manifested in the drive for self-preservation” (37). Egoism is deeply 

connected to someone who is very self-centered and has a great need to feed their ego from 

the admiration and love of others. Freud finds people with narcissism to also have higher 

levels of libido. “Patients of this kind display two fundamental characteristics: 

megalomania and diversion of their interest from the external world—from people and 

things” (Fonagy 74). Libido has different categorizations and one of them is the object-

libido. Libido is connected to pleasure, but it is a common characteristic of narcissism to 

receive pleasure from objects and seeing people as objects (Fonagy 74-76).  It is interesting 

to see how narcissistic personalities tend to choose their partners depending on the 

different type of pleasure that they want to feel every time. This will be further discussed 

based on the situation of Willy Loman, who had more than one partner at some point of his 

life.  

     The desire of possessing more and more has been translated into happiness according to 

American culture. Therefore, someone who possesses a lot of things is someone great. As 

it has been mentioned before, the object-libido is not only related to actual objects but also 

the object of love-interest. Megalomania is a term connected to the desire that humans 

often want to be great (Fonagy 90). This is a common fragment on a narcissistic 

personality since the desire to be better and do better than others, is that of a vital 

importance. According to Freud, narcissistic personalities tend to look for a partner that 
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serves them in some way (Fonagy 90). That partner should often resemble them in the way 

of looks for example or behavior. According to Freud “A person may love: (1) According 

to the narcissistic type: (a) what he himself is (i.e. himself), (b) what he himself was, (c) 

what he himself would like to be, (d) someone who was once part of himself” (gtd. in 

Fonagy 90).   

     According to Freud, ego derives from narcissism. Love for example, includes ego-

libido towards the object, therefore love has the power to remove egoistic perceptions but 

that is not the case in narcissism (Fonagy 95-96). The sexual-ideal has a specific 

connection to ego-ideal, a narcissist views their love interest as the ideal that they want to 

be, or they once were, and a typical characteristic of a narcissist is that their need to fall in 

love is mostly egoism rather than actual love (Fonagy 96). The reason why Freud 

mentioned that a narcissist cannot really receive successful treatment is because “The 

patient's incapacity for love, resulting from his extensive repressions, naturally stands in 

the way of a therapeutic plan of this kind” (qtd. in Fonagy 101). Such personalities tend to 

pass their narcissism to their children later on when they become parents (Fonagy 105). In 

some way, children become their new object of interest so as a consequence they tend to 

feel the need of getting something in return from their children. They see their children as 

their own self therefore their children should also be good, do good and achieve great 

things so in that way they can feel successful since they believe that they were good 

parents but also great human beings and so are their children (Fonagy 105-106). 
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Nevertheless, this will not happen in case their children choose their own path even if that 

makes them happy. A narcissist parent demands from their children to follow the same 

path as the parents and be successful, happiness is only connected with success and 

achievements and nothing else (Fonagy 106). In case that their children are not willing to 

follow the same life as their parents once did, then problematic social relationships occur. 

Between Willy and his son Biff, the reason why their relationship is not good is in fact 

based on the life decisions that Biff wants to take. Willy does not agree with Biff and by 

putting his ego higher than his son, a very problematic relationship occurs. Since ego starts 

from childhood, an adult is not willing to over-come their self-love that they once have 

experienced during childhood, and as a consequence the adult wants to find a new form of 

ideal (Fonagy 67). In some cases that ideal that they once had as children can actually 

destroy them. Willy decided to become a salesman because of a man who he met once and 

was successful. Even if it is clear that this job does not suit him that well, he refuses to do 

something else. 

     Delusions of being watched or hearing voices are also a part of such a personality. This 

can arise from critical or strict parents in order to protect themselves and avoid the feeling 

of being helpless.  

Arrest and regression of drive and ego development are thought to be secondary 

to environmental failure with narcissistic patients. The developmental trauma of 

extreme helplessness, experienced in relation to former objects, elicits in the 
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child a desperate attempt to remain hidden and unfound, a withdrawal of all 

pseudopodia. Defensive narcissism, then, is almost always a reaction to actual 

helplessness. (Fonagy 84) 

     Delusions of such kind help the patient to avoid reality. Almost every time that Ben 

enters Willy’s mind, Willy mentions how happy he would have been if he followed him to 

Alaska. Those delusions often help him escape from his miserable life.  

     In conclusion, narcissism according to Freud is not easily treated since the patients 

“pathological egoism” will become an obstacle when it comes to treatment and they will 

most likely try to cure themselves alone (Fonagy 101). Since narcissists have such 

delusional perspectives of themselves, believing that they are the most important and the 

only ones who have a value, it is hard for them to accept their neuroses and later on try to 

cure them, so they often suffer throughout their whole lives from lack of admiration and 

also loneliness (Fonagy 97). Their lives are deeply influenced by their disorder since they 

are very unhappy both in their inter-personal relationships, social life but also at work. 

They tend to not understand why others might avoid them or why they are not showing the 

level of love and admiration that they desire towards them and that leads to a great amount 

of sadness and often depression (Fonagy 105). They tend to feel inadequate at work if they 

have a request that gets disapproved, and even if they lack empathy towards others, they 

can get hurt extremely easily since they have such a fragile ego (Fonagy 100). All of the 

above have a strong relationship with the unconscious since the behavior of a narcissist is 
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unconscious to them. According to Freud’s book The Ego and the Id, “In our analysis, we 

discover that there are people in whom the faculties of self-criticism and conscience-

mental activities, that is, that rank as exceptionally high ones-are unconscious and 

unconsciously produce effects of the greatest importance” (26). All of the above will be 

taken into account in order to further analyze Willy’s behavior.  

 

3. ANALYSIS 

The analysis is divided in three parts. Those three parts show how Willy’s behavior 

changes stage by stage and how he is slowly starting to realize the truth. The deterioration 

of his mental health begins once he realizes that he is unable to change his fate and ends by 

deciding to give up on his life as an excuse of saving his family. The play starts with a 

view of the set. Miller introduces the house and also Willy Loman’s wife, Linda, who is 

patiently waiting for him. Since the very beginning we see Linda as a very supportive wife 

who is loving and caring towards Willy despite the fact that she suffers next to him.  

     The first stage of Willy’s mental breakdown is when he realizes that he can no longer 

control his mind and gets very easily distracted even when he should be paying attention.  

He mentions the fact that he was driving and suddenly went numb and lost the idea of 

time. The state of numbness as mentioned above, is a common characteristic among those 

suffering from borderline personality disorder. “WILLY: No, it’s me it’s me. Suddenly I 

realize I’m going sixty miles an hour and I don’t remember the last five minutes. I’m – I 
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can’t seem to – keep my mind to it” (Miller 9). Also, irresponsible driving can be 

translated as a self-harming situation among BPD patients. Willy seems aware of the fact 

that something is wrong with him but tries to ignore it by going to the next subject fast, 

without further analyzing it. He is at that stage in which he goes from being thoughtful to 

getting irritated with the fact that he is 60 years old and still has to travel around. After that 

he immediately changes to another subject going from irritated to sad about his son Biff 

that has not been able to achieve anything yet. This situation of being emotionally erratic 

is a common characteristic of borderline personalities. Going from sad to happy to 

confused or even angry is a very typical characteristic of Willy Loman. His mood swings 

but also his inability to focus on one subject are the characteristics of a mental confusion 

which he seems aware of but not particularly concerned to solve. His concern about his 

son, Biff, shows also his inability to understand others emotionally and be sympathetic. It 

seems like he is so self-centered that he cannot understand how others think “WILLY: Biff 

Loman is lost. In the greatest country in the world a young man with such-personal 

attractiveness, gets lost” (Miller 11). While Linda is understanding towards the fact that 

her son might not have found exactly what makes him happy yet, Willy cannot see what 

might have occurred in his son’s life in order to feel that way. According to the first part of 

psychoanalysis, Freud supports the fact that forgetfulness is connected with the deeper 

ability, or in that case inability, of the patient to understand their own mind and 
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consciousness (Freud 25). The concept of forgetfulness and its consequences on the 

protagonist will be further analyzed below. 

     In order to clear his mind and relax Willy tends to go back in time very often. Both by 

reliving the moment in some delusional way but also by coming across a memory. As an 

example, Willy remembers his old car, a Chevy and with that memory he seems like he 

gets energy from it. His mood instantly changes by the mention once again of a happy 

moment with his son Biff. “WILLY: Remarkable. Remember those days? The way Biff 

used to simonize the car?” (Miller 13). This can directly be connected with Freud’s theory 

about narcissism and about the fact that narcissists tend to receive pleasure from objects 

but also the fact that they seek for ideals that made them feel good and completely happy 

as children (Fonagy 78-79). Willy seems to have had a dream of possessing a nice car so 

the memory of having one makes him happy even if he no longer has it. Getting deeper 

into his thoughts, now Willy’s illusions start. According to Freud, hearing voices or talking 

to people who are not there is a typical characteristic of narcissism (Fonagy 95) but also a 

characteristic of BPD (see above).  In that case, Willy is relieving a memory when his son 

Biff showed up with a new punching bag. When Willy asks Biff where he found it, Biff 

says that he borrowed it. It is obvious to Willy that he in fact stole it so he asks him to 

return it but later on instead of getting angry for having a kleptomaniac son he instead 

encouraged him by saying that “Sure, he’s gotta practice with a regulation ball, doesn’t he? 

Coach will probably congratulate you on your initiative!” (Miller 23). This instant reveal 
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something important about the protagonist. A narcissist parent is all about having a perfect 

child that will obey and fulfil their parents’ dreams and expectations. Since the narcissist 

sees their child as an extension of them and their legacy their child can never be wrong or 

confronted by others therefore, they tend to “cover” in some way their children’s 

misbehavior from the world (Fonagy 85). 

     In Willy Loman’s case, he clearly has a child with kleptomaniac tendencies that can 

turn into a criminal. Nevertheless, in Willy’s eyes, Biff did not do anything wrong and not 

only does not punish him, but he actually supports him by saying that he is way too good 

and smart to get punished by the coach but instead the coach must admire him as a young 

man who wants to practice. In most cases, parents would have been very concerned about 

their child’s behavior and would have immediately try to discipline such a behavior rather 

than encourage it. A narcissist, however, can never admit that their own child is not good 

enough or is not acting well; therefore, they will try to hide any incident of their child’s 

misbehavior. Willy tends to do that very often even when he is actually mad with Biff and 

calls him lazy, he immediately changes his mind as if he does not want to admit that his 

own son, could turn out as something less than perfect. “WILLY: The trouble is he’s lazy, 

goddammit!” and after some sentences he says “WILLY: ...There’s one thing about Biff – 

he’s not lazy” (Miller 11). 

     According to Paul Roazen in Encountering Freud: The Politics and Histories of 

Psychoanalysis Freud mentions that a common characteristic of suicidal patients is how 
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often they tend to change their minds (158). This happens primarily because, as mentioned 

above, the suicidal patient might feel in one instance very self-secure and able to take 

control of their lives and at a second instance, they tend to be very critical towards 

themselves and very disappointed about not achieving what they might have though they 

should. A narcissistic personality has those ideals about themselves that they must fulfil, 

no matter what, so when that does not happen, they cannot compromise or be happy of 

what they have. They instantly feel disappointed about themselves and that often makes 

them feel as if they are not enough (Fonagy 189). So, Willy will never admit that he or his 

family has problems or that his children turned out not how he expected them to be, and 

that is the very first stage of seeing how Willy starts to lose control over his life.  

     The second stage of seeing how Willy deals with his failure is by seeing his personality 

disorder coming to the surface. His confusion is now very obvious. “WILLY: Oh, I’ll 

knock them dead next week. I’ll go to Hartford. I’m very well liked in Hartford. You 

know, the trouble is, Linda, people don’t seem to take to me” (Miller 28). From this 

example we realize that Willy is very lost and insecure about himself. He often mentions 

how well-liked he is and then at the exact same moment he says that people seem to ignore 

him, laugh at him and not notice or acknowledge him. He tends very often to go back and 

forth between being or not being liked or well-known and being ignored. Those 

characteristics are maybe some of the most important in order to understand his personality 

and more specific his narcissism and borderline personality disorder. As mentioned above, 



 

 

23 

as a BPD patient, identity confusion is an important part of his disorder. With these 

immense shifts of self-awareness and lack of feeling secure about himself it is no wonder 

that both his character and mood are going to be affected. At the same moment his 

obsession of being well liked and acknowledged by everyone has a direct connection to 

Freud’s psychoanalytical theory and more specifically, narcissism. The fact that he wants 

other people to like him is something natural that all humans tend to desire but the reason 

why this particular behavior is labelled as problematic is because of the fact that he has 

become obsessed with the idea of being well-liked, so much so that it affects his mentality 

and his feelings. According to Freud, megalomania is the obsession of a person to be great 

or perfect (Fonagy 90). When a narcissistic personality has that “disease” of being happy 

only when their greatness is mentioned by others and repeated by more people, they tend 

to have immense mood swings, to such a degree that suicide will be the next step if this 

situation, of feeling ignored by others, continues (Fonagy 90). What might actually lead a 

narcissistic personality into megalomania can be, for example, false expectations of 

themselves. They tend to overestimate their power therefore their dreams and wishes are 

often unrealistic (Fonagy 90).  This ideal can also be examined via Freud in Civilization 

and Its Discontents. Regarding society, it is common to say that people tend to have false 

standards and expectations about happiness and how to achieve it and it is also important 

to say that according to Freud, great men are actually admired only by a minority whereas 

the majority does not have an interest in them (Freud 3). That is a typical characteristic of 
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the protagonist of the play, Willy Loman, since his ideal, besides being wealthy and 

successful, is to also be admired and well-liked by many. Since the American dream and 

the American society are built upon the idea of grandiosity and wealth, Willy has set his 

life goals according to these two characteristics without actually giving any importance to 

anything else in his life or to anyone else who does not apply to those standards. 

     When Willy starts to get really insecure about himself and his appearance and while 

Linda is doing her best to cheer him up and make him feel good about himself, we enter a 

scene in which we find out that Willy had a mistress. “THE WOMAN: …. But you’ve got 

such a sense of humor, and we do have such a good time together, don’t we?” (Miller 30). 

That scene reveals two very important things about Willy’s personality. One is clearly the 

fact that he chose to spend some time with this woman because she gives him the self-

affirmation he desires in a more successful way compared to his wife. This does not mean 

that his wife is not good enough but rather the fact that he might want one more opinion in 

order to feed his ego. As mentioned above, it is no secret that a narcissist does have a big 

ego and also tends to seek acceptance. This is the obvious part of Willy’s choice to cheat 

on his wife.  

     The second part, which might not be so obvious, is his increased libido. According to 

Freud, libido is the sexual desire of a person and when it is increased it tends to have a 

particular behavior (Fonagy 4). When most people see the process of making love as a 

caring and loving action, a narcissist will see it as a way of being powerful. Even if he or 
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she is happy with their partner they will seek the attention of someone else and they will let 

their desire of being in control, take over. It should also be mentioned that narcissists tend 

to find people who serve their purposes. In Willy Loman’s case, if we pay close attention 

to his wife’s behavior, we will see that she is being very mother-like to him. The way that 

he interrupts her while she is talking seems like he does not really appreciate her but rather 

uses her so that she can take care of him. On the other hand, the woman that we see him 

cheating with serves him a very different purpose, that of the sexual pleasure and also the 

pleasure of feeling that he is actually attractive. As mentioned on page 14, those are 

derived from the ego instincts and the objectivation of love and care that a narcissist often 

uses. Of course, all of these have a direct connection to the fact that Willy comes across as 

an insecure personality with a great amount of identity confusion who is still trying to 

figure out how to handle his personal life.   

     At this stage, we see how Willy starts to get more and more delusional. It seems like 

once the problems start to appear, he wants to get distracted by being busy with his 

fantasies and illusions. He goes back in time and realizes how his parenting towards Biff 

has been wrong the entire time but still does not want to accept it. He starts to think about 

his brother Ben, and he explains to Biff and Happy about how easily his brother became 

rich at a very young age. That could be Willy’s desire of actually being also like Ben or his 

wish about his children that should be like Ben. Either way, Ben’s presence on Willy’s 

mind makes him happy even just for a little. We understand how he seeks those delusions, 
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in order to get away from reality, by paying close attention to his thoughts. When Ben 

visits him (in his mind), he hears voices in between Ben’s sentences such as Bernard that 

tells him that he needs to stop Biff from stealing or else the cops will be after him and he 

also hears Linda agreeing. He seems to ignore them and focuses only on Ben. Not only 

because Ben is his role-model whom he admires a lot but also because he is trying his best 

to avoid reality and the fact that his son is a criminal. In the beginning it is seen as if Willy 

is extremely proud and supportive about the fact that Biff will be successful one day but as 

the play develops, Willy seems to understand how delusional these ideas were and 

therefore, he starts to give up more and more by not wanting to deal with his failure as a 

parent. 

     A big part of Willy’s confusion comes from his unrealistic dreams about his sons and 

more specifically Biff. Biff tends to try to explain to Willy how he thinks that he is meant 

to live a different, more simple life but Willy does not even want to hear him. Willy is of 

course very opposed to this and even if at that stage they don’t have a discussion about it, 

he knows that Biff wants to have a different life and that is how their bad relationship gets 

even worse. The reason why Willy is so against the fact of having a son willing to choose a 

different life is because he thinks as a narcissist that his son’s life should be similar to his. 

He sees Biff as his own extension and not as a different person who has different dreams 

and expectations. In fact, he is so stuck to his egoistical personality that Biff is willing to 

give him some false expectations in order to make his father feel better. “BIFF [with 
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reserve, but trying, trying]: He always said he’d stake me. I’d like to go into business, so 

maybe I can take him up on it” (Miller 51).  So even if it is clear to the reader that Biff is 

lying, Willy seems to be happy when he hears what Biff has to say. That shows that he is 

even more delusional since anyone would have noticed the fake news that Biff is giving. 

Nevertheless, that was all that Willy needed at the moment since there is nothing realistic 

about him or about the way his family is handling Willy’s severe mental break down.  

BIFF: God Almighty, Mom, how long has he been doing this? 

LINDA: Don’t he’ll hear you. 

BIFF: What the hell is the matter with him? 

LINDA: It’ll pass by morning. (Miller 41) 

     One might argue that his family is also handling his mental breakdown in a very bad 

way but on the other hand in that way we find out even more about the protagonist’s way 

of handling his life. According to Freud, a narcissistic personality is very difficult to treat 

since they tend to not let psychoanalysis help them but instead, they will eventually try to 

solve their issues alone and with someone who loves them and gives all their attention to 

them and that is very close to Willy Loman’s situation (Fonagy 31). Since Linda serves 

him a very particular purpose (that of acceptance and unconditional love) he has no need to 

seek for treatment even though he is clearly not feeling well. “… he withdraws from 
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further treatment in order to choose a love-object, leaving his cure to be continued by a life 

with someone he loves” (Fonagy 31). 

     The third and final stage comes when he can no longer work as a salesman in the 

business. Instead of traveling around and being a road salesman, he wants to settle down, 

but it does not seem like his boss, Howard, wants that. This is also one of the stages that 

we realize that he is not very good at what he does. He immediately gets very frustrated 

and yells at Howard. As it has been mentioned previously, extreme and unpredictable 

anger is a common BPD characteristic. When he realizes what he has done he gets very 

disappointed about himself and his delusions start once again. “… Frank, Frank don’t you 

remember what you told me that time? How you put your hand on my shoulder, and Frank 

…” (Miller 64). Frank is Howard’s dead father. Frank and Willy had a good relationship or 

at least that is what Willy believes. The fact that he continues to run back to the past in 

order to find some comfort can show how miserable and unhappy he is now. It also shows 

another BPD characteristic, which is emotional emptiness and loneliness, since the only 

people that seemingly make him feel good and the only people he wants to open up and 

talk to are all dead (see above). When Howard eventually fires him by telling him that he 

needs some rest and when he feels better, he can come back, we realize that his false 

expectations all this time of being one of the most well-liked salesmen and a successful 

career man were just an illusion. He created a lie from which he could live happily but 

once that lie is revealed, he cannot accept it and be honest to himself and his family.  A 



 

 

29 

narcissist will do anything in order to maintain a good self-image (Fonagy 141). Lying is 

very common but something that is quite significant here is memory. When Willy meets 

Bernard, Biff’s high school friend, he tries to understand why his son gave up on his 

dreams of becoming a football player and also why he never made up his math test in order 

to graduate.   

WILLY: Let me talk to you – I got nobody to talk to. Bernard, Bernard, was it 

my fault? Y’see? It keeps going around in my mind, maybe I did something to 

him. I got nothing to give him … BERNARD: … I got the idea that he’d gone 

up to new England to see you. Did he have a talk with you then? 

[Willy stares in silence.] … 

WILLY: Yeah he came to Boston. What about it? 

BERNARD: … What happened in Boston Willy? (Miller 73-74) 

     This is the first incident in which someone is trying to get very close to Willy’s 

unconscious and that immediately scares him since he realizes now the truth about what 

happened and how his son was affected by it. When Biff met him in Boston he found out 

about his mistress and that disappointed him so much that he refused to go to summer 

school to make up his grades. The fact that Willy has erased that from his mind shows the 

actual trauma that Willy has experienced since according to Freud, repressed memories 

come from traumatic events (Freud 206-208). The fact that Willy is a narcissist makes it 
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only worse for him to actually realize that his actions had a significant impact on his son’s 

life in a very bad way. According to Artan, “the narcissistic personality is generally 

identified by their most common traits: an overt and striking feeling of grandiosity, 

arrogance, insensitivity to others and denial of emotions” (Artan 7). That makes Willy 

incapable of actually admitting his failure as a father or even understanding his son’s 

behavior and feelings. Instead, his anger rises in a way that he is trying to play the victim 

at least in front of Bernard. He tries to cover up for himself and hide the fact that he is 

actually guilty. 

WILLY [angrily]: Nothing. What do you mean what happened? What’s that got 

to do with anything? 

BERNARD: Well don’t get sore. 

WILLY: What are you trying to do, blame it on me? If a boy lays down is that 

my fault? (Miller 74) 

     Despite the fact of getting fired, Willy still has a huge ego and is not willing to put that 

aside in order to earn some money. His old friend, Charley, offers him a job at his company, 

but Willy sees that as a failure. Instead of taking the opportunity since he is in a great need 

of money, he refuses to work for Charley and that makes it obvious that he has always been 

jealous of him. Charley confronts Willy by telling him that he cannot win anything if he has 

nothing to offer and of course Willy does not agree with him. “WILLY: I’ve always tried to 

think otherwise, I guess. I always felt that if a man was impressive and well liked, that 
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nothing- ” (Miller 77). Since narcissism has its bases on the ego, according to Paulsson and 

the Freudian theory of the ego,  

Social feelings rest on identifications with other people, on the basis of having 

the same ego ideal. The superego may develop an: …extraordinary harshness 

and severity towards the ego. This may lead to depression and therefore: …the 

super-ego can become a kind of a gathering place for the death instincts. 

Moreover: …it often enough succeeds in driving the ego into death. (Paulsson 

4) 

     Finally, Biff decides to be honest with his father and explains to him how he believes that 

the life that his father chose does not suit him. He has a strong connection to nature therefore 

he strongly believes that his destiny is to be a farmer. Willy’s feeling of superiority and the 

fact that he is self-centered keep him from seeing what makes his son happy; instead, he sees 

Biff’s decision as a big failure for his son because by being a farmer he will not make a lot of 

money and will not be able to even help his family and make Willy proud, which is something 

Willy actually wants. An important part of Willy’s deterioration is when Biff confronts him 

by telling him how his lies throughout the years have ruined him. “BIFF: And I never got 

anywhere because you blew me so fully of hot air, I could never stand taking orders from 

anybody! That’s whose fault it is!” (Miller 104). 

     After that conversation Willy’s BPD drives him to suicide. His belief of being inadequate 

towards his family and not worthy of their love and more specifically his wife’s love, makes 
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him feel like the only solution will be suicide. In that way, he thinks that his family could both 

receive the insurance money that they need but also his feelings of emptiness, sadness and 

despair that have occurred, will vanish. At this point Willy is also embarrassed by his suicidal 

thoughts so he does not want to face Linda. “WILLY [highly nervous]: No, no, I don’t want 

to see her” (Miller 102). Once again, he tries very hard to lie and hide the truth and that is 

actually his final point. He can clearly no longer control himself and his mind. When Ben 

completely takes over Willy’s mind, Willy sees it as a great opportunity to make his family 

proud. He strongly believes that money is the only answer to their problems. In that way we 

realize that Willy stayed true to his American dream of putting wealth first. “LINDA: Willy! 

Come up! WILLY: Yes! Yes. Coming! It’s very smart, you realize that, don’t you, 

sweetheart? Even Ben sees it. I gotta go, baby. Bye! Bye!” (Miller 108). 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, what we understand about Willy Loman’s behavior is that he decided that 

suicide was the only thing left, to make his family happy. According to Freud’s paper 

Mourning and Melancholia, a melancholic or with the modern term depressed person is the 

one that has the tendency to believe that suicide will solve their problems (Freud 243). This 

need is explained as anger, sadness or feelings of loss, towards another object that the 

melancholic person tends to identify with. In fact, they identify with it in such a degree that 

they see themselves as that object. This makes them feel as if they have to kill themselves, in 
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order to get rid of that object (Freud 244). “This opposition can be so intense that a turning 

away from reality takes place and a clinging to the object through the medium of 

hallucinatory wishful psychosis” (Freud 244). Freud compares narcissistic patients with 

melancholic patients by saying that both have a strong attachment to their ego. Their self-

absorption makes it hard for the patients to understand and fully engage with the outside 

world. 

So immense is the ego’s self-love which we have come to recognize the primal 

state from which instinctual life proceeds, and so vast is the amount of 

narcissistic libido which we see liberated in the fear that emerges at a threat to 

life, that we cannot conceive how the ego can consent to its own destruction. 

(Freud 252)   

 

Willy Loman was always a narcissist that felt like the whole world owned him and his family 

something. He was a liar that could barely see the truth or admit it. He was so self-centered 

that his megalomania made him blind to reality until the day that Biff told the truth and also 

by realizing the huge damage that he has brought to his family. His illusions about being well 

liked and loved and admired by many were also shattered when he got fired, and that 

negatively affected his emotions. After Bernard’s questions, he felt even more guilty both 

towards Biff who he realized that suffered a great deal after finding out about his father’s 

mistress, but also by realizing that he has been unfaithful towards his wife, the only person 
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who had nothing but true love for him. The fact that he does not want to see her at the end, 

only makes it easier to let delusions take over his mind and commit suicide.  

     Narcissism itself is not a disease that can easily lead someone to have suicidal thoughts 

and behavior therefore we come to the conclusion that Willy Loman’s narcissistic behavior 

led him to a borderline personality disorder from which he lost total control. By not speaking 

out about his economic problems and his delusions, his mental health only got worse and as 

he kept lying about it, he reached a point from which he could not accept reality and the truth. 

His former decisions such as the mistress, and the false expectations that he kept giving to his 

children only added up to the point that made him feel like a total failure both as a husband, a 

parent and a salesman. Of course, the wrong expectations about his sons and, more 

specifically, Biff, also let him down. As a self-absorbed person he felt like Biff was trying to 

get revenge by becoming a farmer when in fact he should have been pleased about the fact 

that his son has finally found what makes him happy.  

    Willy Loman’s suicide has also a connection to the American dream and the wrong 

expectations that it brought to society. Grandiosity is the core of the American dream and in 

order to achieve the ideal level of success, one becomes really fixated upon the idea of wealth. 

So much so, that nothing else really matters except the fulfillment of that dream. This whole 

dream became Willy Loman’s biggest obsession and led him to the state of being totally 

incapable of facing reality. According to Paulsson, what leads him to the final point of 

committing suicide is the idea of the insurance money that his family will get so that Biff can 
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have a capital start-up for his business (Paulsson 28). Even at this point and after all that Biff 

told him he still believes that money will save his family from despair, so suicide is the 

answer. Willy’s mentality was once and for all affected and suicide seemed like his liberation 

of all his delusions. Therefore, the thesis that Willy Loman seems to have developed a 

narcissistic and borderline personality disorder, and as a consequence his mentality was 

affected and that led him to commit suicide is correct.  
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