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ABSTRACT  

 

The field of psychoanalysis makes it possible to make an in-depth study of the protagonist 

in the play Death of a Salesman. After performing such an analysis, this paper suggests that 

Willy suffers from mental illness and that he is obsessed with living the American Dream. 

Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of defense mechanisms such as repression, projection and 

frustration reveals that the protagonist views human dignity as standing in direct relation to an 

individual’s socioeconomic status. This paper concludes that Willy Loman measures human 

value in terms of material objects which eventually become the underlying cause of his death. 

The Marxist concept of ideology is used as a tool to investigate the influence of the American 

Dream on the protagonist’s mind and the play may express a Marxist criticism against society. 

This paper reveals that many of Willy’s illusions may be depicted as a critique against the 

American Dream and the play may give a direct example of how ideology can function according 

to the theory of false consciousness.  

 

KEY WORDS: Repression, Projection, Frustration, Defense mechanisms, Marxism, The 

American Dream.  
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1.INTRODUCTION 

 

Arthur Miller’s play Death of a Salesman is an intense drama written in 1949. The play 

focuses on the protagonist, Willy Loman, and the dynamic between him and his family members. 

The play gives the audience an experience of the American ethos through the life of the salesman 

Willy. Some of the arguments between Willy and his sons bring about an essential perspective on 

the question of what matters in life for Willy. During some of the scenes in the play where Willy 

argues with his family members, it becomes clear that Willy's attitude about what matters in life 

expressed towards his family members are some of the reasons for the infected family dynamic 

within the Loman family. Many of Willy's and Biff's confrontations focus on Willy's attitudes on 

what he thinks his children should accomplish in life in order to become successful and wealthy. 

Willy's state of mind as a businessman is embedded in his character, and a twisted view of the 

American Dream shines through in his actions and arguments with his sons. Willy's expectations 

of becoming successful are not fulfilled, but instead of realizing his own failure, he blames Biff 

for not making an effort to become successful. Biff, on the other hand, disagrees with his father 

and has another perspective on life. His goals and ambitions in life do not lean in the same 

direction as his father's.  

Another important aspect of this play is Willy Loman's mental condition. He suffers from 

some kind of mental illness, which affects his ability to work as well as the already bad 

relationship he has with his family members. Some of the scenes that portray Willy's state of 

mind may give details of how Willy interprets his life and how he copes with his failures and 

they may shed light on his ambitions in life. In addition, when analyzed from a psychological 

perspective, these scenes may reveal certain defense mechanisms which this paper will 

investigate. Psychoanalysis tries to explain processes within the human psyche as well as the 

underlying cause of some human behavior. Literature is an art that offers different perspectives 

and does sometimes contain a hidden meaning deeply buried in the text. Applying psychoanalysis 

to literature makes it possible to analyze texts in order to see processes that are otherwise hidden 

from the audience. The interest in the relationship between literature and psychoanalysis started 

with Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), who studied the human psyche during his lifetime. Freud's 

research revealed that human fantasies could be explained as something buried in the 

subconscious part of the human psyche and that these fantasies could expose a new 

understanding of the imaginative mind. Along with these findings, Freud discovered that literary 

composition and common activities could have connections between them, and he also claimed 

that there is a connection between literature and myths. Freud's research offered a new 
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perspective on how to understand and expose fantasies of early humanity and broader 

communities of people such as whole nations (Kurzweil and Phillips 1). How is it then possible 

to reveal hidden aspects of the human psyche by examining literature? The answer is that 

literature is a flowing fountain of psychological conflicts and ideologies on a societal level, and 

literature can expose sides of an entire culture's collective psyche. Literature and psychoanalysis 

can give an insight into how ideological investment functions, and it can expose the 

psychological relationship individuals have with their world view (Tyson 1).   

This paper will analyze the play Death of a Salesman, written by Arthur Miller, by 

looking at the defense mechanisms of repression, projection, and neurosis (frustration). By 

analyzing the play from a psychoanalytical standpoint, the role of defense mechanisms in Willy 

Loman's mind can be revealed and understood. The main question this paper tries to answer is 

what are the underlying reasons for the protagonist to deploy these defense mechanisms. This 

paper will rely on the Marxist concept of ideology to explore the influence of the American 

Dream on the protagonist’s mind in order to investigate if there is an underlying critique against 

society. 

 

2.FREUD’S PSYCHOANALYTICAL THEORY OF THE MIND  

 

Psychoanalysis rests upon principles that divide the psyche into what is conscious and 

unconscious. This field of study makes it possible to understand the pathological processes in the 

life of the mind, which Sigmund Freud investigated during his lifetime. He claimed that the 

human mind was essential to study, that the unconscious and the conscious could answer many 

questions regarding mental illnesses, and that it was crucial to find a place for psychoanalysis in 

the framework of science (Freud 19:1). Freud claimed that a state of consciousness is very 

temporary since a conscious idea a moment later can become unconscious, but it can then awaken 

as conscious under certain conditions when specific experiences or mental dynamics play a part 

(Freud 19:3). In addition, Freud divided the human mind into three levels of personalities, which 

describe processes existing at different levels within the human mind but with different functions. 

Freud defined these processes as the ego, id, and the super-ego, and all these processes 

correspond to the conscious and the unconscious. Freud describes the ego as the coherent 

organization of mental processes whereby the consciousness is attached. The ego has common 

sense, logical understanding, and it controls the approaches to motility, in contrast to the id, 

which contains passion and other unconscious desires (Freud 19:24-27). 
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2.1.1 Freud’s theory of defense mechanisms 

 

Freud claimed that the ego can create parapraxes such as slip of the tongue and defense 

mechanisms and that the most common motive for suppressing an intention or a feeling turns out 

to be the avoidance of unpleasure (Freud 13:167). Freud did not develop his idea about defense 

mechanisms, and he did not give a proper explanation. However, he believed defense was a 

mental function, one of the many faculties of the human mind, and that there was no specific 

defense mechanism. The only purpose of defense, as Freud claimed, was related to the avoidance 

of pain. With Freud's publication of The Ego and the Id (1923), the ego was introduced, and the 

concept of defense was described as a general function theorized as a function of the ego whose 

goal was to protect the ego from instinctual demands (Phebe). 

Freud's daughter, Anna, worked with these areas, and she developed Freud's concept of 

defense. In her work, The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense (1936), Anna Freud introduced an 

explanation of the different processes and she also introduced the first systematic theory of 

defense. In addition, she argued that defense mechanisms strive to protect the ego from anxiety 

and feelings of guilt.  She claimed that the conscious part defined as the ego pushes negative 

feelings away from the conscious part of the mind into the unconscious as a systematical 

procedure. The process of forcing out these negative feelings from the ego rests upon the ego's 

needs, and it strives for protection from negative feelings and anxiety (Phebe).  

The motive of defense was discussed by Fenichel, who connected defense with 

personality development. In addition, Fenichel argued that if the defense failed to protect the ego 

from guilt and anxiety, the ego would be overwhelmed with negative feelings, which may result 

in a low-self-esteem, humiliation, and feelings of annihilation which could trigger a panic 

reaction and other mental illnesses. According to this explanation, defense mechanisms can be 

understood as “automatic psychological responses used by individuals to manage conflicts, stress, 

and anxiety” (Phebe). Based on the Freudian perspective on defense mechanisms, Vaillant listed 

five essential characteristics of defense mechanisms:  

 

1. Defense is a major means of managing instinct and affect.  

2. They are unconscious.  

3. They are discrete (from one another). 

4. Although often the hallmarks of major psychiatric syndromes, defenses are                      

dynamic and reversible.  

5. They can be adaptive as well as pathological (Hentschel 9). 
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2.1.2 Repression 

 

Freud coined the concept of repression, a mental state consisting of unwanted shameful 

feelings that merge into the unconscious part of the human mind. The mechanism of repression is 

tied to the ego, whereby the ego represses some unwanted feelings in order to protect itself as an 

instinctual impulse. This process makes it possible to avoid the piece of reality in question, and 

by doing so, the ego protects itself against coming into contact with unwanted feelings. The 

repressed material merges into the id and becomes a part of it, and the repressed is only kept apart 

from the ego by the means of repression, but it can communicate with the ego through the id 

(Freud 19:4). Freud describes the repressed in his way: “The repressed is the prototype of the 

unconscious for us. We see, however, that we have two kinds of unconscious - the one which is 

latent but capable of becoming conscious, and the one which is repressed, and which is not, in 

itself and without more ado, capable of becoming conscious” (Freud 19:4). 

Freud's concept of repression is covered in Peter Barry's Beginning Theory: “when some 

wish, fear, memory or desire is difficult to face we may try to cope with it by repressing it, that is, 

eliminating it from the conscious mind” (Barry 102). However, even if some unwanted feelings 

are repressed, it does not disappear completely. It remains alive in the unconscious, where it tries 

to find a way back into the conscious mind.  

 

2.1.3 Projection 

 

Freud claims that “The most striking characteristics of symptom formation in paranoia is 

the process which deserves the name of projection” (Freud 12:66). He explains the process of 

projection by this example in his research:  

 

The mechanisms of symptom-formation in paranoia requires that internal perceptions-

feelings-shall be replaced by external perceptions. Consequently the proposition ‘I hate 

him’ becomes transformed by projection into another one: ‘He hates (persecutes) me, 

which will justify me in hating him.’ And thus the impelling unconscious feeling makes 

its appearance as though it were the consequence of an external perception: ‘I do not love 

him – I hate him, because HE PERSECUTES ME.’ (Freud 12:63)  
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Freud's explanation of projection needs a more specific definition. Hentschel states that 

“The attribution of one’s own unacceptable impulses and ideas to others is called projection. This 

defense, together with reaction formation, is involved in the delusional persecutions of paranoia” 

(Hentschel 44). Holmes defines the defense mechanism of projection as “The process by which 

persons attribute personality traits, characteristics, or motivations to other persons as a function of 

their own personality traits, characteristics, or motivations” (Holmes 1). Holmes argues that 

Freud believed that a person could reduce their anxiety and stress by protecting themselves from 

the fact that they possessed a trait that is unacceptable. One could protect the self by projecting 

these undesirable traits onto other individuals, and by doing so, that person is then protected from 

realizing that he or she possesses the undesirable qualities. The general perspective on projection 

is that projection is an unconscious defense mechanism, which means that a person is unaware of 

the possessed undesirable behaviors in themselves and unaware of projecting them onto other 

individuals (Holmes 1). In addition, Holmes argues that individuals can project qualities of 

themselves which they are aware of, and therefore, projection is not only a subconscious process. 

Projections tied to qualities that individuals know they possess can take two forms according to 

Holmes. Firstly, the “attributive projection” functions as protection where a person projects their 

own personal qualities or feelings onto others. For example, if a person is fearful, that person can 

project those personal qualities and claim that another person is fearful. The second form is called 

“complementary projection” whereby a person projects the cause of that person's feelings onto 

another person. For example, a fearful person can project the cause and see other people as 

fearful (Holmes 678). 

 

 

2.1.4 Freud’s onset of neurosis 

 

Freud was convinced that the ego and the id could have conflicts between them, which 

could cause the onset of neurosis. This condition is interesting to investigate in the context of 

investigating the protagonist in the play Death of a Salesman. An onset of neurosis can, in some 

cases, generate a state of mind in which victims escape from real life by turning their minds to an 

invented reality. The definitions of neurosis differ depending on the topic one is analyzing, but 

the Cambridge Dictionary defines neurosis as “a mental illness resulting in high levels of anxiety, 

unreasonable fears and behavior and, often, a need to repeat actions for no reason” which is 

comparable with Freud's explanation of neurosis.  
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The concept of neurosis is essential to analyze since Freud himself claimed that the most 

apparent cause of the onset of neurosis is described in general terms as “frustration” (Freud 

12:231). For Freud, frustration can arise when a person's need for love is fulfilled and satisfied by 

a real object in the external world, and this object and satisfaction are withdrawn from that person 

without a substitute taking its place. In addition, happiness is tied to health and unhappiness with 

neurosis. This frustration that arises can make a person fall ill when the abstinence for 

satisfaction arises (Freud 12:231). Freud explains that frustration can have a pathogenic effect if 

it disturbs libido (mental energy associated with sexual needs), which causes a person to adopt 

methods for dealing with that problem. Freud argued that there is a risk that the libido turns away 

from reality and becomes introverted because, owing to the obstinate frustration, it has lost its 

value for the subject. If this happens, the frustration will arise, and the libido turns towards a 

created fantasy life structured by wishes and revives the suggestions of earlier forgotten ones. 

This process of turning towards a fantasy world is unconscious and arisen from frustration, and 

Freud argues that this self-created fantasy represents the substitutive satisfactions that the 

individual once lost (Freud 12:232).   

 It is evident that the main character in the play lives in a fantasy world in different ways 

and that the reason behind this may be because he is unable to reach up to the norms in society. 

The ideology that Willy Loman lives by reflects a society based on material ownership, economic 

success, and socio-economic status. Willy’s failure to live up to the norms in society can be 

interpreted as Willy trying to live the American Dream but that his idea of what that dream is 

may not match the reality. 

 

3.CAPITALISM AND THE AMERICAN DREAM  

 

The concept of the American Dream can be recognized in the play Death of a Salesman. 

However, is seems like a twisted idea of what that dream is and how to work in order to achieve 

living that dream, is haunting the protagonist throughout the play. The American Dream is an 

idea prevalent in American society that deals with the belief that hard work will lead to wealth 

and success. The historian James Truslow Adams coined the phrase “The American Dream” and 

he described it and some of the American concepts in his work The Epic of America in 1931. 

According to Adams, the American Dream promises a happier, richer, and a better life for all 

citizens in America and that it has been a hope ever since America became an independent 

nation. One concept tied to the American dream is the “Bigger and better” attitude within 

American business, and Adams claims that this concept are typically American (Adams 1). By 
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taking a glimpse at the literature discussing the American dream, one can see that the meaning of 

the American dream has changed through time from the original idea, and it has a dual nature. 

American business has undergone an exciting change during the nineteenth century, and 

capitalism has affected the American dream.  

Capitalism involves many things and different procedures, but the underlying rationale of 

capitalism is defined by Peter Barry as “the view that the pursuit of individual economic self-

interest would bring economic and social benefits to the whole of society” (Barry 160). In 

addition, John Ehrenreich explains American capitalism in his work Third Wave Capitalism: 

How Money, Power and the Pursuit of Self-interest Have Imperiled the American Dream (2016). 

Ehrenreich argues that capitalism first gained a foothold in America during the nineteenth century 

due to the development of the factory system which increased productivity. Steamboats, 

railroads, and the telephone developed communication and transport which extended the market, 

and vast fortunes were to be earnt by using this market (Ehrenreich 13). With a promising market 

followed an increased scale of the enterprise and new methods to permit higher consumption 

developed. One entrepreneur, Henry Ford (1914), increased the wages for his workers in order to 

make it possible for them to buy his products. This idea spread and became guidance for 

capitalists to extend their consumption on a broad social scale, and capitalists could sell more of 

their products and thereby earn much money (Ehrenreich 15). Thus, the American Dream is not 

just a dream of a happier life for the free man; it is also tied to economic and political interests 

that support consumption and commodity goods. 

The American Dream may be rooted in capitalism, but this is not the whole story. The 

concept that later became the American dream was first popularized by Benjamin Franklin in his 

work The Way to Wealth (1758), where he wrote a manifest and listed some crucial virtues that 

tied personal interests to [a] work ethic. Franklin introduced virtues of economic behavior and 

ideas on how to become successful with moral and social aspects to them. This became guidance 

for people who supported capitalism and it affected people’s attitudes and their personal 

character. Sophus A. Reinert discusses this in his work The Way to Wealth Around the World: 

Benjamin Franklin and the Globalization of American Capitalism (2015). Reinert argues that 

Franklin’s work The way to Wealth (1758) presented a “worldly ethos in which the success of a 

polity, its social relations, and, ironically, the fate of imperial finances depended on the civic-

mindedness, industry, frugality, and calculated accumulation of its individual citizens” (Reinert 

70). This concept behind the American Dream becomes interesting as it advocates a particular 

economic behavior and links it to success. One can assume that individuals not only focused on 
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working hard to become successful, they may also have adapted a specific behavior that 

corresponds to a particular desirable character. 

 

 

3.1.1 The American dream as a state of mind. 

 

The definition of the American Dream seems to differ, and many authors have their 

different ways of defining it. It often involves some kind of hope of living a good life in America, 

self-fulfillment and having material things like a house and a yard. Besides the previously 

mentioned basic ideas of the American dream, there are many other processes and principles 

involved. Rose Adrienne Gallo describes the American Dream in one of her discussions of The 

Great Gatsby as “a combination of ambition and rules of conduct that produced men of character 

whose success contributed to the prosperity and greatness of the nation” (Tyson 6). The concept 

of the American dream involves many different things depending on which perspective one 

chooses to analyze it from. For example, it can function as an ideology and therefore affect the 

human psyche. In Lois Tyson’s work Psychological Politics of the American Dream (1994), 

Tyson applies a psychological perspective into the understanding of the American dream. She 

ties the American dream to a cold and materialistic vision of human dignity, whereby an 

individual's happiness and human dignity are measured by commodities and materialistic objects. 

According to Tyson, the American dream does not only function as a social vision, but also as a 

social construction that focuses on material ownership as it provides a form of desirable social 

status. “The American dream is thus a dream of the commodity, and the implied promise is that 

one's spiritual worth and well-being are directly proportional to the value of the commodities one 

owns and “socioeconomic status”, or upward mobility, is valorized as the source of spiritual 

worth and well-being” (Tyson 5). 

One might then ask the question of how the American dream can affect the human psyche 

in this context. Luis Althusser, a French Marxist philosopher, argued that an ideology (attitudes 

and a set of ideas) is affected by the power of the state, the media, family members and churches 

which then fosters an ideology in order to secure the internal consent of its citizens (Barry 196). 

In Louis Althusser’s essay ideology and ideological state apparatuses (1970), Althusser claims 

that the source of survival for social systems is the individual psyche. He goes on to claim that 

the conditions of production in social systems have to be reproduced in the psyche of the 

individual and that this task of reproduction is accomplished by ideology. Althusser argues that 

“Ideology has the function (which defines it) of 'constituting' concrete individuals as [social] 
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subjects” (Tyson 1). In order to explain how Althusser’s idea work in practice, Tyson uses an 

example to illustrate how Althusser's idea functions and she refers to members of a capitalist 

society, which is essential in the context of the American dream. She claims that “members of a 

capitalist society must believe, among other things, that private enterprise, individual ownership 

of property, and competition for wages and markets is right or natural or in their best interest” 

(Tyson 1).  

 

3.1.2 Marxism and false consciousness  

 

In the context of societal structures acting as a mindset, Marxist criticism has a leading 

role when it comes to the idea of ideology since Karl Marx (1818-83) argued that ideology was 

built upon a false consciousness, an argument he used as a critique towards society and towards a 

capitalist culture. The aim of the Marxist ideology is to change society into a classless system 

with common ownership of production, distribution and exchange. Marxism is an enemy of 

industrial capitalism and argues that capitalist culture uses people of lower social classes to 

benefit other members of higher social classes and that workers who endure the industrial 

capitalism get dehumanized and programmed to act and perform in a certain way to benefit 

industrial capitalism (Barry 159-60).  Marxism criticizes the capitalistic culture and class-based 

society, and the philosophy behind this critique contradicts the idea that human dignity should be 

measured by the commodities one owns. 

Moreover, Marx claimed that social factors influence how individuals act and think and 

that this happens without individuals being aware of it. In Ideology and False Consciousness: 

Marx and His Historical Progenitors (1993), Christopher L. Pines examines Karl Marx's 

conceptions of ideology and Friedrich Engels' (1820-95) interpretations of Marx's perspectives 

about ideology as false consciousness. Pines summarizes three essential points on that subject; 

firstly, individuals are ignorant and entirely unaware that different motives impel their thoughts 

by force and are expressed through their actions. Also, a false consciousness does not involve real 

knowledge. Secondly, what individuals believe to be real knowledge and real actions of their own 

are not founded in their own beliefs, and ideology, therefore, involves illusions and false beliefs. 

Thirdly, individuals may have a false consciousness since they believe that their actions and 

motives are made by their own beliefs, but that the source of them is idealistic and not made upon 

their own thoughts (Pines 2). In addition, Marx claimed that society and politics had an interest in 

influencing people. Pines interprets Marx's suggested cause for that as “political actors are often 

socially and historically “unconscious” and as a result are deceived by their own political 
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ideologies into thinking that their political agendas serve universal common interests when in fact 

they serve particular class interests” (Pines 7). Pine also claimed that “because people are 

historically and socially “unconscious” and inclined towards idealist interpretations of their 

“conscious thoughts”—i.e., people will falsely attribute an a priori, eternally valid status to their 

socially determined and historically relative ideas” (Pines 8).   

   

4.ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

 

Throughout the play of Death of a Salesman, the audience is given an opportunity to 

follow the character of Willy Loman, his thoughts and actions. Willy is a father and a 

businessman who has worked for the same company for many years. He wants to appear like a 

hardworking man who knows how to earn big money. Although Willy wants to appear as a 

hardworking man, it seems like his work ethic is contradictive. For Willy, the most important 

thing may not be to work hard, but to be well-liked and pretend to be a hardworking man without 

putting effort into his work. Regarding Willy's personality, it is clear that he has big ambitions in 

life. He wants to be successful and wealthy, and he wants everyone in his surroundings to know 

who he is, which he thinks is a man of high social status in society. 

 

Willy: That’s just what I mean, Bernard can get the best marks in school, y’understand, 

but when he gets out in the business world, y’understand, you are going to be five times 

ahead of him. That’s why I thank Almighty God you’re both built like Adonises. Because 

the man who creates personal interests, is the man who gets ahead. Be liked and you will 

never want. You take me, for instance, I never have to wait in line to see a buyer. ‘Willy 

Loman is here!’ That’s all they have to know and I go right through (26). 

 

One can here assume that Willy tries to sell the concept of the American Dream to his 

sons. It seems like he teaches them to believe that the most important things are being well liked 

and having personal interests and that these things are the key to success rather than working 

hard. In addition, throughout the play it seems like Willy's thoughts oscillate between who he is 

and who he wants to be. One side of him longs for a bright future with high social status in 

society, and he does not want to let that dream slip away from him. Another side of him may 

indicate that he has lost his hope of fulfilling his ambitions, and he lives in a fantasy world 

chasing a dream that is slowly fading away from him. He seeks comfort and advice from his 

older brother when he is depressed. However, his brother, Ben, may be an illusion in Willy’s 
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mind and unreal since there is no actual evidence that he exists in real time. Ben seems to be 

Willy's ideal man who managed to get rich, but not by living the American Dream since he 

managed to get rich in Africa.  

The opening scene in the play shows Willy Loman coming home from an unsuccessful 

work trip. Willy is frustrated and argues with his wife Linda, saying that he had lost control over 

his thoughts while he was driving his car “Willy: No, it's me, it's me. Suddenly I realize I'm goin' 

sixty miles an hour and I don't remember the last five minutes. I'm – I can't seem to – keep my 

mind to it” (Miller 9). During this argument with his wife, Willy says that he was dreaming while 

he was driving to work. His dream portrayed a warm and sunny day, and he was driving a red 

nineteen twenty-eight Chevvy when he suddenly woke up from his dream and nearly killed 

someone driving off the road. Willy expresses his frustration and seems unable to take control 

over his own mind “I have such thoughts, I have such strange thoughts” (Miller 9). During this 

argument, Willy seems depressed and begins to understand that he was not driving the red 

Chevvy that day; it was just a dream taking place inside his mind. He did not own that car 

anymore, but he remembered a time when he did. Willy recalls a memory which he calls “those 

days” (Miller 13). That memory is depicted as a bright and happy time in his life full of hope and 

one of his sons, Biff, was simonizing the car he no longer owns.  

 

 Willy: That is the most remarkable thing. 

 

 Linda: What dear? 

 

Willy: I was thinking of the Chevvy. [Slight pause.] Nineteen twenty-eight when I had 

that red Chevvy [Breaks off.] That funny? I coulda sworn I was driving that Chevvy today 

(13). 

 

When analyzing the opening scene from a psychoanalytical point of view, it becomes 

evident that Willy has some kind of mental problem, and that he has lost control over his own 

mind. This seems to be a severe issue that makes him unable to work, and it also affects people in 

his surroundings. An essential thing in this act is not only Willy's state of mind, but also the car 

that seems to be very important to him. According to Freud's theory of frustration, a person who 

becomes frustrated can develop an onset of neurosis, which can make a person create a fantasy 

world (Freud 12:231 see section 2.1.4). In Willy’s case, this process may occur when he fantasies 

about a sunny day where he proudly drives his delicate and expensive car. The object of the car is 
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interesting to analyze since it may be an important material object for Willy, and the car could be 

one underlying reason why Willy develops the process of frustration. Freud mentions that a 

person can turn away from reality in order to find an object representing happiness. One can 

therefore argue that the red Chevvy portrayed in Willy Loman’s mind represents a real material 

object that symbolizes happiness for him. A problem arises, however, when Willy's object of 

satisfaction disappears from him, and no other object takes that place. Willy is left without an 

object that gives him the satisfaction he needs in order to feel happiness and wealth. Freud argues 

that unhappiness is tied to neurosis and Willy expresses both unhappiness and frustration during 

this scene in the play. Based on Freud's theory of frustration and Willy's daydreaming, one can 

therefore argue that Willy is unhappy and frustrated and that the car is a symbol for his 

satisfaction, which made him feel happy. As he does not own the car anymore, the satisfaction is 

withdrawn from him. Based on Freud's theory of frustration, one can argue that the opening scene 

portrays a character suffering from a mental condition arisen from missing a material object 

representing Willy's wealth and happiness. Another question then arises: what does Willy’s 

mental condition in the first act communicate to the audience? 

When analyzing Willy's state of mind and the material object representing his happiness 

from a Marxist perspective, one could detect a critique against Willy's ambitions and the society 

depicted in the play. The central idea in this context is the car, which symbolizes Willy's 

happiness. From a Marxist perspective, happiness and dignity should not be tied to the 

commodities one owns (Barry 159-60). Willy's perspective on happiness may be tied to material 

objects, which in this case causes anxiety and hallucinations as he is no longer able to feel 

happiness nor dignity when the car is no longer his. Instead of seeking happiness by living in 

reality, he is blinded by the material object representing happiness and dignity for him. From a 

Marxist perspective, one could argue that the society portrayed in the play has influenced Willy's 

ideas of what happiness really is, which in this context relies on material ownership.  

In addition, Willy seems unable to understand where his thoughts come from when he 

says, “I have such strange thoughts” (Miller 9). Marx claimed that social factors in society 

influence people without them knowing it which means that a man's aspirations are not 

necessarily his. Ideology can function as false consciousness, and Pines argues that people's 

thoughts are directed by various subconscious motives, and that this is expressed through their 

actions. (Pines 2). As mentioned before, the American Dream is a concept in this play and as 

regards to Willy, it becomes evident that his ambitions are closely connected to the concepts tied 

to that dream. Althusser argues that an individual's ambitions and ideas can be affected by the 

society one lives in, that ideology is fostered by the power of the state (Barry 196). Therefore, 
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members of a capitalist society can be affected to believe that individual ownership is right 

falsely and in one's best interest (Tyson 1). According to Althusser’s ideas of how society can 

affect individuals, one can argue that what Willy thinks is real happiness is not necessarily real 

happiness for him and that he is unaware that society has been influencing him into the belief that 

human dignity and happiness rely on material ownership. From a Marxist perspective, one can 

argue that the scene we identified as being an example of Freud's theory of frustration may 

illustrate a man falling ill because of the idea that happiness and dignity stand in direct proportion 

to the commodities one owns.   

The Loman family suffers tremendously from Willy's mental condition, and the family 

dynamic is very infected and corrupt. It becomes clear that Willy's son, Biff, struggles to have a 

truthful conversation with his father and their relationship is instead shallow and filled with 

augments. Their conversations are mostly about earning money, and Willy argues with Biff and 

demands that he gets a well-paid job. It becomes evident during these arguments that Willy has 

fundamental ideas, and he refuses to accept that Biff wants to do something else with his life 

instead of wasting it on chasing money and success. Biff has been doing that for an extended 

period, but he never felt satisfied, and he always comes back home when he feels like he has been 

wasting his life and not accomplished anything. Biff states “I've always made a point of not 

wasting my life, and every time I come back here I know that all I've done is to waste my life” 

(Miller 17). Willy may think the same thing about his son, “No, no, some people – some people 

accomplish something” (Miller 10). Willy also states that his son should become something big 

in life and that he is very disappointed, but he still has hope that his son will become successful. 

Willy and his wife Linda argue about this issue and Willy accuses Biff of being lazy during this 

conversation. 

 

Willy: How can he find himself on a farm? Is that a life? A farmland? In the beginning, 

when he was young, I thought, well, a young man, it’s good for him to tramp around, take 

a lot of different jobs. But it’s more than ten years now and he has yet to make thirty-five 

dollars a week!  

 

Linda: He’s finding himself, Willy. 

 

Willy: Not finding yourself at the age of thirty-four is a disgrace!  

 

Linda: Shh!  
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Willy: The trouble is he’s lazy goddammit!  

 

Linda: Willy, please!  

 

Willy: Biff is a lazy bum! (11) 

 

This part of the play is important to analyze since Willy, who accuses his son of being a 

disgrace for not finding himself at the age of thirty-four, does not seem to have found himself. He 

is not satisfied with his work situation nor the life he lives. Willy says, “Figure it out. Work a 

lifetime to pay off a house. You finally own it, and there's nobody to live in it” (Miller 10). One 

thing that becomes clear throughout the play is that the house is significant to Willy, but he can't 

afford to pay for it. Willy has not accomplished something big in his life, he seems to be weak, 

and he gets fired from his work. He is not capable of understanding how his reality looks like and 

instead of dealing with that problem he blames Biff for not accomplishing anything. He also 

blames other people for his failures “If old Wagner was alive I'd a been in charge of New York 

now!” (Miller 10).  According to Freud's theory of defense, projection can function as a defense 

mechanism that serves the purpose of protecting the self from anxiety. Freud believed that 

unwanted and shameful feelings, characteristics, or personality traits could cause anxiety. In 

addition, he argued that the mechanism of defense could eliminate anxiety by projecting those 

unacceptable personality traits onto others (Holmes 1). When approaching this scene from a 

psychoanalytical angle, one could argue that Willy projects his characteristics and personality 

traits onto his son, Biff, in order to reduce his own anxiety and that he refuses to accept that he 

possesses unacceptable traits. On the one hand, Willy accuses Biff of being a lazy man, and he is 

very frustrated and angry about that. On the other hand, Willy implies that personal interests and 

being well-liked is more important than working hard. Instead of putting effort into his work, he 

pushes his children into a philosophy that supports shallowness and personal interest rather than 

hard work “Because the man who creates personal interests, is the man who gets ahead” (Miller 

26).  From this, one can argue that Willy projects his personality traits in the form of laziness 

onto his son Biff and by doing so, he does not have to realize his unacceptable characteristics or 

failures. Furthermore, Willy is furious at his son and states that Biff with such personal 

attractivity is lost in a land full of opportunity where he could become something big (Miller 11), 

but Willy himself appears to be the one being lost in the land he believes to be full of 

opportunities. Willy may refer to an ideology tied into the American Dream, but in a twisted way, 
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since he implies that working hard to achieve success is not necessary. Willy's attitude may lean 

towards Benjamin Franklin's concept of economic behavior, but it is evident that this has become 

an exaggeration and that the moral aspect is gone. Willy is also angry at Biff for not being 

something big, while he himself has failed to become someone important but blames his son for it 

via projection.  

In accordance with Freud's theory of defense mechanisms, Fenichel argues that defense 

operates to protect the ego from being overwhelmed with anxiety and feelings of humiliation 

(Phebe). Based on this theory of defense, one can argue that Willy's defense mechanism protects 

him from being humiliated by the fact that he is the one being lost and the one who failed to 

become something big. In addition, Holmes's theory of attributive projections (Holmes 678) 

strengthens this connection since Willy projects his personal qualities and feelings onto Biff. By 

combining these two theories, one can argue that Willy's defense mechanism of projection 

protects him by blaming Biff for his own unacceptable personal qualities and failures which 

create conflicts within the Loman family.  

Furthermore, what are the underlying reason for Willy to deploy the mechanism we 

identified as projection? Many of their disagreements and arguments are caused by Willy's 

expectations that Biff must become something big and earn much money. One can say that what 

Willy refers to is gaining a higher social status in terms of finances and success. According to 

Tyson, the American Dream can function as a social construction where money and material 

ownership are guiding principles in order to gain a desirable social status (Tyson 5). This may be 

the reason why Willy thinks that Biff is a disgrace (Miller 11) and a shame to the family for not 

being able to get settled or finding a well-paid job. One can argue that Willy views human dignity 

as standing in direct proportion to an individual's socioeconomic status which in this case creates 

a conflict between Willy and Biff. Willy also mentions that they live in a land full of 

opportunities, which indicates that he refers to America and the American Dream (Adams 1). 

Taking into account how Willy views social status and human value, one can say that the 

American Dream may be one underlying reason why this defense mechanism operates. On the 

one hand, Willy may be obsessed with living that dream and motivated to fulfill that ambition. 

This may be one underlying reason why the defense mechanism of projection operates. On the 

other hand, Willy views human dignity as standing in direct proportion to an individual's 

socioeconomic status as a result of being influenced and motivated to fulfill that dream. 

So, in what way does Freud’s defense mechanism of projection, as it is displayed through 

the character of Willy Loman, reveal Marxist values? When analyzing this from a Marxist 

perspective, it appears like Willy's fundamental ideas of how human dignity is measured are the 
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underlying reason for Willy's and Biff's disagreements. In addition, Marx believed that social 

factors are impelling and controlling individuals to behave and think in a certain way and that 

socioeconomic status is “valorized as the source of spiritual worth and well-being” (Tyson 5). 

Marx also criticized class-based society and the philosophy that human dignity should be 

measured by socioeconomic status and commodities. In accordance with this idea, one can argue 

that the part we identified as being an example of projection is a critique against class society. 

Firstly, Willy's laziness projected onto Biff may indicate that he is a father who only cares about 

personal interest rather than working hard to achieve something meaningful. This may be a 

critique against a shallow philosophy that supports personal interest instead of working hard to 

achieve one's goals and aspirations. Secondly, Willy may have lost himself but accuses his son of 

not finding himself. This may show the danger of chasing a dream which only serves the purpose 

of gaining material objects and high social status because one never becomes truly satisfied. 

Thirdly, Willy's ambition of becoming “something big” is used as a criticism against class-based 

society because it is clear that socioeconomic status creates conflicts and unhappiness for Willy 

and Biff. Willy may be loved by his family, but the dream he is chasing makes him unable to see 

it. 

Willy's lousy relationship with his son Biff worries him, but he continues to demand that 

his sons should strive to accomplish something in life by living the American Dream. It becomes 

clear that he is a victim in a society built upon an ideology which measures human value in how 

much money one has and how much material wealth one owns. However, he bears some of the 

responsibility himself. When Biff comes home again from being away trying to find a well-paid 

job, Willy immediately asks if he is earning any money and he becomes furious at him instead of 

welcoming him. During this part, Willy criticizes him and the whole family suffers from their 

arguments. Willy seems to be unable to understand the underlying cause of their arguments and 

he turns to his memory, a time when they were looking forward to a bright future and a time 

when he had a good relationship with his sons.  

  

Willy: I been wondering why you polish the car so careful. Ha! Don’t leave the hubcaps, 

boys. Get the chamois to the hubcaps. Happy, use newspaper on the windows, it’s the 

easiest thing. Show him how to do it, Biff!  

 

… 

 



 

17 

 

Willy: Biff, first thing we gotta do when we get time is clip that big branch over the 

house. Afraid it’s gonna fall in a storm and hit the roof. Tell you that. We get a rope and 

sling her around, and then we climb up there with a couple of saws and take her down. 

Soon as you finish the car, boys, I wanna see ya. I got surprise for you, boys. (21-22) 

 

When analyzing this part using a psychological approach, it becomes clear that Willy 

suffers from anxiety when he argues with his family members. He also gets depressed because 

neither he nor his son can live up to his expectations of living the American dream. Instead of 

dealing with those issues, Willy turns to his memory and re-lives past events by repressing 

reality. According to Freud's psychoanalytical theory of the mind, consciousness is temporary, 

and it can become unconscious (Freud 19:3). In Willy's case, reality may be too painful to face, 

and his desire for money and success makes him unable to deal with the issues he has with his 

sons. According to Freud’s theory of repression, a person can eliminate wishes and desires by 

repressing them into the unconscious part of the mind. By doing so, the anxiety will be reduced, 

and the person may be able to cope with the situation (Barry 102). It appears like Willy represses 

reality by living in the past, and he relives a moment representing hope and happiness to him. His 

past was a time when the family had hope of living the American dream and a time when the 

family lived in harmony without disagreements. 

It is essential to analyze this scene from a Marxist perspective. Willy’s mental condition 

identified as repression reveals three interesting things. Firstly, this memory takes place at their 

yard where they take care of their home together. Willy mentions that he pays off the house, 

which seems to be very important to him since he has to “work a lifetime” (Miller 10) in order to 

manage that. Paying off the house costs much money and Willy has financial problems, which 

may be one of the reasons why he argues that Biff should reach financial success. It appears like 

Willy thinks the property is a symbol of his success and socio-economic status which is very 

important to him. One could argue that the house is part of his twisted ideology which demands 

material objects to achieve a higher socioeconomic status and that he measures his human value 

in material ownership and success. This could be considered a critique against the society and the 

American Dream from a Marxist standpoint. Secondly, another object depicted in his memory is 

the expensive car he no longer owns. As mentioned before, the car is a symbol of Willy's 

happiness, and he again measures his human value and success by the material objects he 

possesses. Marxism is an enemy of industrial capitalism and Willy implies that he wants to own 

as many material objects as possible, even though this ideology destroys his family. A Marxist 

would argue that the dream Willy tries to live is tied to a capitalist culture that supports 
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consumption and commodities. Thirdly, the ideology behind his illusions of how reality looks 

like may be built upon the American Dream and it becomes evident that he gets blinded and 

obsessed with that dream, and therefore unable to live in reality.  

Willy’s fundamental belief that human dignity should be measured by material ownership 

becomes very interesting to analyze since Willy faces a tragic ending in the play. Since Willy 

measures human value in material objects, it becomes apparent that he thinks he is worthless 

without money and the property of the house he owns. His twisted illusion of how reality must 

look like makes him depressed and the ideology he lives by has a firm grasp on his thoughts. 

Willy knows that he has insurance money, and argues that he is worth more money dead than 

alive (Miller 77). As Willy's mental illness gets severe his obsession with living the American 

dream drives him to make a terrifying decision during a dialogue between him and his brother 

Ben.   

  

Willy: What a proposition, ts, ts. Terrific, terrific.  

 

 ... 

  

A man can’t go out the way he came in, Ben, a man has got to add up to something. You 

can’t, you can’t – [BEN moves toward him as though to interrupt.] You gotta consider, 

now. Don’t answer so quick. Remember, it’s a guaranteed twenty-thousand-dollar 

proposition. (100) 

 

This part indicates that Willy wants to commit suicide, but that he still can manage to 

become “something big” since his family will receive the insurance money after his death. If 

Willy cannot afford to have a house nor money to maintain his twisted illusion of who he is, he 

would be worthless.  Ben assures him that twenty thousand dollars are “something one can feel 

with the hand” (Miller 100), which in this context refers to a material object, and Willy obviously 

desires that. Ben also expresses that it is a perfect proposition and that “it's dark there, but full of 

diamonds” (Miller 107). Due to these circumstances Willy commits suicide, and after that, only 

one friend attends his funeral (Miller 110). That detail reveals one fascinating thing about Willy: 

he was not well liked; it was just a part of his twisted reality. 

From a Marxist perspective, the dialogue between Willy and Ben and Willy’s subsequent 

suicide could be considered a critique against the prevailing ideology in the society depicted in 

the play. Here it becomes fascinating that the illusion of Ben is the one giving advice to Willy 
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and there is no actual evidence that Ben exists in real time. According to Pines, ideology can 

function as false consciousness and affect one's actions and thoughts, and ideology as a false 

consciousness can result in false beliefs and illusions. Individuals may believe that their own 

beliefs make their actions and motives, but that the source of them are in fact idealistic and not 

made upon their own (Pines 2). Within this field of investigation, Althusser claims that the source 

of survival for social systems is the individual psyche and that ideology shapes individuals into 

social subjects (Tyson 1) Looking at it from that angle, Willy’s view of what human value is 

maybe a result of the prevailing ideology and that the ideal man, Ben, is a direct example of how 

ideology as a false consciousness can function.  

 

5.CONCLUSION  

 

In conclusion, Willy thought that he could live the American Dream by creating personal 

interest and by being well-liked, but this was a scam and his dream merely an illusion. He 

believed that material objects like a house, a car, and money represented social status and human 

dignity worth dying for. The play may communicate to the audience that chasing a dream built 

upon a shallow philosophy may result in depression, low self-esteem, mental illness and 

unhappiness. This character had to face a tragic end chasing a dream instead of appreciating what 

he had, a family, and a son who wanted a present father that accepted him for who he really was.  

This paper has analyzed some of the scenes depicted in Arthur Miller’s play, Death of a 

Salesman, by using Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of defense mechanisms. The scenes analyzed 

and identified as projection, repression, and frustration, as it is displayed through the character of 

Willy Loman, may reveal a Marxist critique against the prevailing ideology in the society 

depicted in the play. It becomes clear that Willy developed an obsession with living the American 

Dream, but that he also gets depressed and develops mental illness because of that obsession.  In 

addition, Willy thought that he could get the material things he desired by living the American 

Dream, but he never tried to work hard for it.  He thought that creating personal interests would 

make him prosperous and successful, but that was obviously not enough. All the scenes identified 

as containing examples of frustration, projection and repression may shed light on how Willy 

sees himself and that he measures his own and Biff’s human dignity by material things. The car 

and the property of the house are two direct symbols for his happiness and human value. Willy's 

illusions and actions were all an attempt to reach a high socioeconomic status and through that 

get the material things he desired. The ideology behind his philosophy affected his thoughts so 

severely that he was prepared to do anything to reach his goal. At the end of the play, it becomes 
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clear that Ben, who only exists as an illusion inside of Willy's head, is a part of the ideology 

Willy strives for. He is an ideal for Willy, and he is all that Willy wants to be. Ben may be 

depicted as a critique against the American Dream and as a direct example of how ideology can 

function according to the theory of false consciousness. The play may leave the audience with an 

insight into the dangers of measuring human value and social status by material objects. It may 

also awaken questions of what happiness truly is. Is it happiness to have money and material 

things like a house and an expensive car? Alternatively, is pure happiness learning how to 

appreciate what one already has? As in this case, a family. That should be more important than 

chasing an illusion. 
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