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1. Introduction   

In the modern era psychoanalysis has had and still has a great impact on our thinking 

about the topic of the human mind. Sigmund Freud, the founder of this theory, is well 

known for his ideas about the human psyche, where the unconscious was his foremost 

concern. He advocated that by studying the unconscious, human behavior could be 

explained (Barry 96). Literary critics have come to use Freud’s psychoanalytic tools 

when interpreting works and characters. This essay will also use a psychoanalytic 

approach to analyze the character Bill Maplewood in Todd Solondz’s film, Happiness 

and the aim is to discuss how the film shows Bill’s process of revealing his internal 

conflicts as well as how he deals with them. There are various articles on this film (for 

instance in databases such as EBSCO). However, there are no studies on the character 

Bill from a psychoanalytic perspective, which is why this essay contributes to the field of 

film studies.  

  Happiness deals with issues such as, self-loathing, sexual frustration and loneliness, 

revealed through the character Bill Maplewood. Bill, who is a psychiatrist, seems at first 

to live a satisfying life with his wife Trish, their baby and two sons. They appear like the 

American ideal of a nuclear family with their house, car, dog and Hispanic cleaning 

woman. (12) However, under the surface lies a big secret that would tear the family apart 

if it was brought to light, namely the fact that Bill has a sexual desire for young boys. 

Yet, in order to maintain the life he has created for himself and his family it is necessary 

that he keeps his secret to himself, so that he will not be abandoned by his family and 

condemned by society. Nevertheless, this causes him great distress and throughout the 



  2 

  

film he changes from fantasizing sexually about boys, to eventually starting to satisfy his 

sexual desire. 

  In order to understand the underlying reasons for Bill’s behavior and why he starts 

to change, it is necessary to explore his unconscious motives and fears. And to expose his 

unconscious, his conscious material needs to be examined. Nonetheless, the film also 

gives direct access to his unconscious through his dreams, which will be looked at, as 

they reveal Bill’s essential feelings. 

  Moreover the essay will explore Bill’s internal and external conflicts and examine 

whether they are resolved or not. It will also investigate whether Bill has an epiphany in 

the film and how it affects his behavior and decisions. The conflicts will be discussed in 

relation to Bill’s sexual deviance and unconscious material. By doing so, it will become 

clear what he lacks, where his various drives plays a central part. Sexual frustration, 

which is a central theme in the film, is in this essay regarded as a result of the libido 

falling ill, which in Bill’s case has devastating consequences. 

  The essay will furthermore show Bill’s various forms of defense mechanisms, such 

as repression, projection, denial and various coping mechanisms, which he uses both 

consciously and unconsciously with the intention of avoiding painful feelings. His 

various mechanisms of defense uncover his unconscious fears and motives, which reveals 

the reasons for his behavior. 

  Bill’s pedophilia is in focus in this study and this essay will discuss how the film 

gives a complex and paradoxical view on Bill’s internal conflicts in regard to his sexual 

deviance, as his internal conflicts recovers somewhat at the same time as he starts to act 

out his sexual fantasies. Accordingly, in order to show this aspect of the film, it is 
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necessary to bring all mentioned factors of motives, fears, conflicts and defense 

mechanisms into consideration.  

 
 

2. Conscious and Unconscious Fears, Desires and Dreams 

In order to understand why characters act the way they do, it is essential to look at their 

fears and desires. Most of Bill’s unconscious material lies hidden underneath the surface. 

However, the film also gives direct access to Bill’s unconscious through three similar 

dreams, which will be interpreted in relation to his external reality. In addition, in regard 

to Bill’s sexual deviance, his libido and secret desires will be explored. A closer analysis 

of his drives discloses a conflict in Bill as he both has the drive of sexual desire, which 

belongs to the more general drive ‘Eros’, the instinct of life. Nevertheless, he is also 

driven by, ‘Thanatos’, the instinct of death. These instincts stand as each other’s 

opposites and therefore create a conflict in Bill, between being destructive and 

constructive in his behavior.  

 

2.1 Desires and the Libido 

 Bill’s main conscious desire is to be sexually intimate with prepubescent boys, and he is 

often occupied by this fantasy, although he tries to find ways of avoiding thinking about 

it, and above all, making his wish a reality. Although Bill masturbates while fantasizing 

about boys, his desire can never become fully satisfied in that way. It is only in the 

involvement with other people and in Bill’s case, boys, that he is able to achieve sexual 

satisfaction.  
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  In this essay, Bill’s libidal wishes are seen as a repressed wish of love, which 

explains why Bill continues feeling tormented although he consciously tries to fulfill his 

wishes of sexual pleasure: “With the external obstacle, the subject is healthy so long as 

their need for love is satisfied by a real object in the external world. But when the object 

is lost or withdrawn, illness may take place if there is no substitute.” (Kennedy 31) Since 

there is so far no real object in the external world, masturbation functions merely as a 

temporary sexual satisfaction for Bill. Hence, the absence of the external object results in 

Bill’s libido remaining unsatisfied: 

  The reason for Bill’s sexual wishes is not revealed in the film. However, from a 

psychoanalytic perspective Bill’s suffering libido can be explained as a result of a loss of 

someone he loves: 

LIBIDO falling ill only arises when there is abstinence. Frustration has a 

pathogenic effect because it ‘dams up’ libido, increasing sexual tension. The 

subject can remain healthy if he can transform this tension into active energy 

and find a way of satisfying his libido again, for example by finding a 

replacement for the lost love-object. (Kennedy 32)  

The sexual frustration that Bill suffers from is closely linked to his unsatisfied libido, 

since Bill is unable to replace the sexual object that he lacks. Consequently, it is shown 

that Bill’s libido has fallen ill and cannot be satisfied if a real object remains excluded in 

his attempt of satisfying himself.  

  However, the fact that Bill’s libido has fallen ill does not explain why he, to begin 

with, starts having this urge. In order to understand the reason to this, it is necessary to 
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explore his feelings on an unconscious level by looking at Bill’s perception of the world 

around him: 

Our natural and normal sexual urges become associated with what is 

happening in the world around us and, in terms of simple behavioural 

conditioning, events become paired with those sexual urges and become 

interpreted as sexual turn-ons. (Rowan 3)  

Rowan suggests that what happens in the world around us connects us to various sexual 

arousals. In that case, it is of great importance to investigate where Bill comes from and 

what might be the fundamental cause of his perversity. It is likewise important to ask why 

it is young boys and not leather boots, for example, that are connected to his sexuality. 

 Rowan suggests that pedophilia may occur when a person feels inadequate as an 

adult partner or when his partner is sexually unavailable because of physical or emotional 

absence (Rowan 9). This is shown in a conversation between Bill and his psychiatrist, 

where an insufficient sexual bond between Bill and his wife is presented. Bill responds to 

his psychiatrist’s question if he and Trish still do not have sex: “No. But she’s not too 

interested, either. So really there’s no problem there, when you think about it, on a certain 

level.” (14) Bill admits that he has no urge to be intimate with his wife, and implies that it 

is mutual in their relationship. 

  The reason why a pedophile may feel inadequate as a partner is further developed 

by Rowan:  

In some cases, a person is unable to maintain an intimate bond with another 

adult. This inability to bond may be due to circumstances where the first 

interactions with caregivers were characterized by neglect, rejection, physical 
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abuse, or perceived abandonment and the child failed to attach to those 

important people. (Rowan 9) 

Given that the film does not reveal anything about Bill’s childhood it is impossible to 

make an authoritative analysis of his social and emotional background. However, it is 

clear in the film that Bill feels a special connection to boys. The fact that Bill shows a 

deeper connection with his son than with his wife is established in various conversations, 

which also supports the idea that Bill is unable to feel a deeper connection to adults.  

Furthermore, he is attracted to young boys. This suggests that Bill experiences a special 

connection to boys, and that particular feeling has at some stage become distorted into a 

sexual fantasy. Hence, Bill’s sexual arousal of young boys can be explained as a result of 

an inadequate intimate bond to adults that at some point in life has emerged, either as an 

adult or as a child.  

 

2.2 Conflicts and Fears 

Freud divided the psyche into the ego, the super-ego and the id which fundamentally 

correspond to the conscious, the conscience and the unconscious (Barry 97). These 

divisions of the psyche are important when considering conflicts, since psychoanalysis 

places conflict at the centre of psychic life, with two major steps. Firstly, inner tension 

emerges through a conflict between inner wishes and outer reality. Secondly, the conflicts 

develop between the id, ego and the super-ego. Subsequently, the various mechanisms of 

defence make it possible to adjust, which leads to decreasing tension and anxiety 

(Holmes 76). 
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  From a psychoanalytic approach, Bill’s main internal conflict has developed 

between his ego, id and super-ego, concerning his sexual desire. The super-ego 

announces that acting out his pedophilia would be wrong and immoral, and therefore 

Bill’s struggle involves trying to avoid acting out his wishes of his libido: 

 Frustration due to internal factors arises from elements of previous 

development: in particular, previous fixations of the libido, which cause at 

some point in his life a difficulty for the subject in adapting to the 

demands of reality. (Kennedy 33) 

In the film, it is revealed that Bill’s sexual wishes becomes a great dilemma for him and it 

results in an internal conflict since his demand does not compete with the reality because 

on a rational level, Bill is aware of the fact that it would not only be immoral to act out 

his desire but also illegal. 

  Moreover, Bill fears that he will be abandoned by his family if he starts acting out 

his sexual wishes, which is yet another reason why he avoids realizing his secret desire. It 

is shown, for instance, when he asks his wife if she loves him: “I mean, do you really 

love me? No matter what [. . .] No matter what… whatever…” (86) Bill’s fear of losing 

his family unveils his unconscious desire, namely to feel loved. Subsequently, it is shown 

that his libido is merely a part of the more general energy drive, Eros (Barry 97). This 

indicates that his essential desires are not exclusively of a sexual character. Bill’s main 

fear of being abandoned is closely linked with his main desire of feeling loved, which 

makes him terrified of the fact that his family could find out about his sexual deviance. 

His fear escalates further after he becomes an active pedophile, shown when he pleads to 
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his, still unsuspecting, wife not to leave him: “…Don’t leave me…Please don’t leave 

me…” (121). 

  Before Bill starts abusing boys, he struggles with his internal conflicts. However, at 

that time Bill’s external conflicts are presented in the film as non-existing and on the 

surface everything appears to be rather harmonious in his life. Nevertheless, by starting 

acting out his fantasy, external conflicts start emerging. The first conflict presented after 

he has raped his son’s classmates, Johnny and Ronald, is when he eventually receives a 

phone call from Johnny’s father, who threatens him: “You’re a dead man.” (120) 

  In addition, conflicts emerge between Bill and his family. Their idyllic family life 

starts to crack when the words “Rapist” and “Pervert” are sprayed on their house after 

Bill’s acts of rape (122). Although, there is no quarrel between Bill and Trish, their 

conflict is apparent: “The family eats at the dinner table. No one talks. The mood is 

tense.” (125) Bill’s conflict with his oldest son, Billy is more articulated than with his 

wife and Billy is the only one in the film who gets Bill’s full confession of the rapes as 

well as of his sexual desire. (126) The external conflicts presented in Happiness, hence, 

stand as a direct result of Bill’s realization of his sexual fantasy, which to some extent 

decreases his inner tension. Accordingly, Bill’s external conflicts replace his internal 

conflicts in some measure.   

 

2.3 Dream Works, Symbols and Fantasies 

Bill masturbates while fantasizing about boys (20) and since he eventually starts abusing 

boys (39, 82), it is clear that he has stopped drawing a line between his fantasies and 

reality. It is shown how Bill’s sexual frustration has a clear effect on his fantasies and 
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their development: “Frustration, if persistent, can bring into play factors in the personality 

which hitherto had lain dormant. The person may begin to turn away from reality and 

become absorbed by the world of phantasy, creating new wishful structures [. . .]” 

(Kennedy 32) The frustration that Bill experiences has emerged from his unsatisfied 

libido and since he has not been able to please it, the libido has been  subdued until he 

eventually starts rewarding it with real objects.  

 One night Bill has an anxiety-filled dream when one of his rape victims, Johnny, 

says: “You’re so cool”. This is, however, not purely a dream since it actually happened 

the day after the rape when Bill was driving Johnny home. Johnny did not remember the 

act of rape, since Bill had drugged him unconscious, which is why he still thinks that Bill 

is “cool”. This recurring thought in Bill’s conscious after the rape, shows that he feels 

anguish for what he has done. It suggests that he feels like a hypocrite since he rationally 

knows that he has hurt Johnny even though the victim, so far, seems unaware of the 

event. 

 It is indicated that Bill does not intend to hurt his victims since he drugs them and 

abuses them while they are unconscious. It suggests that he knows that his actions are 

hurtful to his victims and that is the reason why the memories of what he has done make 

him feel angst. However, the reason why he drugs his victims before the act of rape may 

also depend on the fact that by doing so, he protects himself from being discovered to the 

greatest extent possible. 

  Moreover, Bill has three similar recurring dreams that change slightly through time. 

These dreams are important to look at from a psychoanalytic point of view sine they 

display the unconscious thoughts of Bill, and with the assurance that he has not revised 
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them consciously afterwards. Within the fields of psychoanalyis it is noted that when we 

dream: “the demands of adaptation are relaxed so a clearer picture of the inner world 

emerges – a window or ‘royal road’ [. . .] to the understanding of the unconscious.” 

(Holmes 118) The three dreams of Bill take place in the same setting every time. 

Nonetheless, the occurrences in the dreams change along with Bill’s external life and 

various conflicts, which show his unconscious process. 

 The first dream is presented as a recurring dream that Bill has had and which he 

talks about with his psychiatrist: 

It is sunny and warm. Couples straight and gay walk hand in hand, families 

picnic, beautiful people sunbathe. BILL observes the pleasant tranquillity 

from atop a hill. Suddenly he pulls out a machine gun and starts shooting at 

everyone. Bloodshed everywhere. Then silence. (13) 

This is how Bill’s first and second dream are presented and when the psychiatrist asks 

how the second dream differs from the first, Bill replies: “I don't kill myself at the end.” 

(14) The psychiatrist continues asking how the new ending makes him feel: “Much 

better. I wake up happy. Feeling good. But then I get very depressed because I’m living 

in reality.” (14) The fact that Bill used to kill himself in the end, suggests that he has 

blamed himself for his shortcomings, and ultimately punished himself as well as 

everyone around him. However, since he in the second dream does not kill himself in the 

end any longer, indicates that he has accepted his desire and instead directs all his rage on 

everyone but himself. This shows his process of acknowledging his desires and how the 

conflict between his ego, id and super-ego has developed in a way that decreases the 

power of his super-ego. 
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 The fact that Bill shoots down happy families and couples, suggests that he is 

frustrated over his own lack of happiness in relation to his family. Since, it is shown in 

the film how important Bill’s family is to him, it seems unlikely that he dreams of his 

own family, which indicates that Bill unconsciously is disappointed and angry due to 

earlier painful events in his life, related to his earlier caregivers. 

 Bill’s internal rage is trying to find an outlet, but since he is making an effort to 

keep up a façade as a happy and loving father and husband with a promising career, the 

only possible outlet at the time is through his dreams: “Once the dream is grasped in a 

context of relationships it is possible to see dreams, in Freud’s terms, as sleeping 

thoughts: ‘The dream is fundamentally nothing more than a special form of our 

thinking’”. (Holmes 124) Hence, Bill’s dreams are, in some measure, wishful thinking. 

 Although, the two first dreams appear rather similar, there is an essential difference 

between them in terms of Bill’s energy drive. The first recurring dream of Bill, which 

ends with him taking his own life, shows his death instinct, Thanatos. The symbolic 

meaning of killing everyone including himself shows his wish of complete destruction of 

every aspect in his life. The second dream, however, turns out slightly different, since he 

does not kill himself any longer. It symbolizes the change within Bill when he starts 

acknowledging his desires and stops blaming himself for his sexual deviance. Instead, he 

turns his anger towards society, and the people around him since it is due to their moral 

conventions that he has suffered from internal conflicts and self-loathing. Being sexually 

aroused by boys is something that feels essentially natural for Bill and he would not 

suffer from either guilt or self-disgust if it would be socially acceptable to feel or act the 

way he does. 
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 The third dream presented is, in particular, different from the other two, except for 

the setting:  

 It is sunny and warm, the same park seen in Bill’s dream earlier in the 

movie. Couples straight and gay walk hand in hand, families picnic, 

beautiful people sunbathe. BILL observes the pleasant tranquillity from 

atop a hill. But this time he gently approaches everyone and starts hugging 

them. Many smiles and tears. (123)  

Bill has this dream after he starts abusing boys, which shows that he feels somewhat 

relieved. The reason why he feels relieved is because he has finally started to satisfy his 

libido and decreased the sexual tension that has affected him noticeably before his 

change. This dream also symbolizes that Bill has forgiven his family, society and 

possibly also his earlier caregivers that has caused him painful feelings. Nevertheless, it 

also suggests that Bill hopes for forgiveness from his family when the truth will be 

revealed concerning his sexual deviance and crimes. 

  Although Bill suspects that the truth will be revealed for both his family and the 

police, his distorted internal life has recovered somewhat. By starting abusing boys, and 

satisfying his libido the appearance of his super-ego has started to fade from his 

conscious, which enables him to go through with his sexual desire. Conclusively, Bill’s 

three dreams show the process in which Bill changes internally from being destructive 

and miserable to becoming more constructive and hopeful.  
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3. Mechanisms of Defence 

In order to avoid having to deal with unwanted internal and external conscious matters, 

mechanisms of defense are used: “The ego makes use of various procedures for fulfilling 

its task, which, to put it in general terms, is to avoid danger, anxiety and unpleasure.” 

(Holmes 76) Most defence mechanisms are of unconscious nature. However, coping 

mechanisms are usually on a conscious level mainly dealing with external issues (Holmes 

78). Bill’s use of defence mechanisms will be explored so as to reveal his unconscious 

material but also with the intention of disclosing how he handles his internal and external 

feelings and conflicts.  

 

3.1 Repression and Denial 

Repression is one of the principal mechanisms of defence and refers mainly to internal 

life (Holmes 76-77). It involves: “the ‘forgetting’ or ignoring of unresolved conflicts, 

unadmitted desires, or traumatic past events, so that they are forced out of conscious 

awareness and into the realm of the unconscious” (Barry 96-97). Bill has managed to 

repress some of his fears and desires to a certain degree, which: “ensures that wishes 

which are incompatible with reality, superego demands, or other impulses, remain 

unconscious or disguised.” (Holmes 77) 

 Bill has repressed his desire of feeling loved into his unconscious. In his conscious, 

however, his desire is manifested as a sexual desire. Bill’s repressed desire of feeling 

loved has been revealed through his fear of being abandoned by his wife. Nevertheless, it 

has never appeared as a conscious thought in Bill. Although his desire of feeling loved 

lies repressed in his unconscious, it does not relieve him from anxiety, since the desire 
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simply lies hidden from his conscious. Therefore, as long as Bill keeps repressing 

unwanted material, he will never be able to relieve himself from the pain he experiences:  

The inherent tendency of repressed wishes and impulses to return to 

consciousness – the ‘return of the repressed’ – means that tension and anxiety 

remain, and that an array of further defences are mobilised to alleviate the 

resulting conflict, reduce tension and stabilise the personality. But all this 

occurs at the cost of distorting internal reality.  (Holmes 77) 

Bill has for a long time managed to live an ordinary family life by means of various 

mechanisms of defence. However, repressed material does not cease to exist, but lies 

hidden in the unconscious waiting for an opportunity to find its way back to the 

conscious.  

  Another form of defence mechanisms closely linked to that of repression is denial. 

Both repression and denial deal with forgetting and ignoring realities. Nonetheless, there 

is a significant difference between these mechanisms of defence: 

In contrast to repression, which aims to remove an aspect of internal reality 

from consciousness, denial or disavowal (Freud 1940) deals with external 

reality and enables an individual to repudiate or to control affectively his 

response to a specific aspect of the outside world. Denial involves splitting in 

which there is cognitive acceptance of a painful event while the associated 

painful emotions are repudiated. (Holmes 88) 

Bill’s denial functions as a defence of his chaotic reality when his secret sexual wishes 

starts getting revealed. For instance, when his family finds out that he is a pedophile after 

their house has been painted with jeers connected to his acts of rape. In addition, the 
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police have visited Bill in his home and asked questions about one of his rape victims, 

Johnny, which shows that Bill expects that his secret is about to be revealed. Given that 

one of Bill’s main fears has been to be exposed as a pedophile, he does everything he can 

to deny that fact, which is shown in a conversation with his psychiatrist: 

I don't know what happened, but all of a sudden, one night last week we were 

watching TV and…she turned me on. The kids went to bed and…we fucked. 

And on the weekend…in the morning, too…we fucked. My life is just one 

big fuck! [. . .] But you know it's strange…I mean how like…now…just like 

that…everything's normalized. (124)  

Bill expresses that he is relieved and that there is no sexual tension in his life any longer, 

which in itself is not a complete lie. Nevertheless, he lies about his and his wife’s sex life. 

They are even further away from each other than before and on the verge of breaking up, 

since she finally has found out Bill’s secret. By denying the fact that his wife is leaving 

him, he protects himself from the painful feelings this causes him. Hence, in Bill’s case, 

denial functions as a cognitive recognition of his wife and family leaving him, which 

helps him to continue living, without feeling excessive pain.   

 

3.2 Projection and Reaction Formation 

Other mechanisms of defence that Bill uses are projection and reaction formation. These 

defences both refer to interpersonal occurrences (Holmes 76). Projection, involves 

blaming others for your own inadequacies: 

We commonly attribute our more difficult and unacceptable feelings to others 

– for example, blaming those that are close to us for our own shortcomings. 
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Externalisation, the outward limb of projection, allows us to disown 

responsibility and to feel an illusory sense of mastery over our impulses. 

(Holmes 83)  

Bill projects his self-loathing on others, for example on his patients, as shown in a 

conversation with his psychiatrist: “My patients are ugly. Their problems are trite. Each 

one thinks he is unique. On a professional level they bore me. On a personal level I have 

no sympathy. They deserve what they get.” (14) Bill’s super-ego conveys the idea of Bill 

perceiving himself as repulsive (in his sexual arousal by boys) and transmits the idea that 

he deserves what he gets. However, due to Bill’s internal conflicts, his ego tries to push 

those feelings aside by means of projection. This demonstrates rather clearly how the 

internal conflict is between Bill’s different modes of the psyche. The result of projection 

gives Bill a sense of being in control over his situation, since he for a long time manages 

to refrain from abusing boys. 

  A similar way of involving other people when using defence mechanisms is through 

reaction formation. Reaction formation involves: “caring for others when one wishes to 

be cared for oneself” (Holmes 88). Nevertheless, Bill tries to persuade Trish in vain, 

since he knows that he is unable to change the fact that she would reject him knowing 

that he is a pedophile. This is demonstrated when Bill’s wife, Trish, expresses her 

viewpoint on a teacher at Billy’s school, who allegedly is abusing drugs: “Well, if Mrs. 

Paley turns out, in fact, to be a junkie, then…she should be fired. [. . .] Now I know, Bill, 

I may sound harsh, but we’re talking about our kids.” (119) Since Bill, on a rational level, 

knows that his acts towards children are even worse he defends the teacher before his 

family. “I don’t know. Don’t you think that’s a little harsh? I mean, if it’s not affecting 
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her work…” (119) Bill knows that Trish would never forgive him if she became aware of 

his secret and, therefore, tries to reason with her to not be so judgemental.  

 

3.3 Coping Mechanisms 

Bill uses coping strategies that make it possible for him to get on with his life despite his 

conflicts. Coping mechanisms are:  

primarily aimed at dealing with problems in the external world. In contrast to 

the unconscious nature of defence mechanisms, coping mechanisms are 

supposedly (a) conscious and (b) mobilised to deal with external rather than 

internal threat. (Holmes 78) 

Bill has managed, for a long period of time, to find a coping activity that helps him avoid 

abusing boys. There is one scene, for instance, when he is on his way back home from 

work, and stops his car to observe a young boy, who sits alone under a tree. (16) Instead 

of following his sexual impulses, he pays attention to his super-ego that lets him know 

that abusing the boy would be morally wrong, and he jumps back in the car and drives 

away again. In the next scenes he enters a shop and buys the magazine, Boy’s Life, and 

goes back to his car and masturbates before going home to his family. (18-20)  

The coping mechanism that Bill uses, with the purpose of avoiding acting out his 

pedophilia on boys, is on a conscious level and only deals with external issues and does 

not help to change his internal problems such as, his sexual abnormal drive. 

  Moreover, Bill has various everyday coping activities, which occur automatically, 

much like a reflex, while a refusal to listen to something or a denial of particular feelings 

may be conscious. (Holmes 78) It is, for instance, shown how he experiences anxiety 
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before going to a PTA meeting, where he sees: “people parking and walking inside the 

school. Chatter is audible. Someone waves hello at him in passing. [. . .] BILL is 

suffering. But finally he decides to move on.” (77-78) By exposing himself to events that 

give him anxiety, Bill manages to go on with his everyday activities although he finds 

them unpleasant and anxiety-filled. .  

 

4. Conflicts Resolved and Epiphanies 

Several of Bill’s internal conflicts are solved and partly replaced by external conflicts. 

One of the main internal conflicts for Bill has lied in the fact that he has to pretend to be 

something that he is not. His fear of being rejected and abandoned has prevented him 

from acknowledging who he is and he has tried in several ways to repress his damaged 

libido as well as his sexual deviance. However, by repressing fears and desires the 

conflicts are not resolved, since the only way to do so, is to first recognize the conflict 

and second, to deal with it. 

  Although many of Bill’s conflicts remain unsolved, some are dealt with and 

throughout the film Bill goes through several changes and comes to a point when he has 

an epiphany, which turns his life upside down, and he has to face his fears and desires. 

Bill has an epiphany when he realizes that it is necessary for him to come clean with who 

he is and what he has done both before himself and his family. He has been struggling to 

repress and deny his internal conflicts, which has only worsened his anguish and distress. 

Bill’s new insight of who he is, is shown the day after their house has been painted with 

jeers and Bill says to Trish: “It’s true: I’m a pervert.” (129) He says this although he 
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knows that this will be the final confession that will confirm his fear of being abandoned 

by her.  

 However, at the same time, it is necessary for him to do so in order to become free 

from the burden of his dark secret. He also decides to tell his oldest son, Billy, the truth 

about raping Johnny and Ronald, when Billy asks if the rumor that he has heard is true: 

“I…I touched them… [. . .] I…fondled them. [. . .] I unzipped myself… [. . .] I…made 

love… [. . .] I fucked them.” (126) Bill starts giving a rambling answer to what he did to 

Billy’s classmates, but he finally gives him the full truth, without trying to embellish it. 

Billy continues asking why he did it, and Bill explains that he could not help himself and 

he also says that he would do it again. When Billy finally asks Bill if he would do it to 

him, he answers: “No…I jerk off instead.” (126) By confessing this uncomfortable and 

devastating truth, Bill is finally able to start dealing with his problems since he at this 

point has acknowledged them, which liberates him from the lies and façades he has 

struggled to keep up for a long while. The external conflicts turn out to be easier to deal 

with than the internal and this is what Bill at this moment has come to understand.  

 

4.1 Consequences 

The consequence of Bill’s attempt to deny and repress his internal conflicts has resulted 

in a disturbed internal reality. (Holmes 77) Nevertheless, he changes as he starts acting 

out his sexual fantasies, which liberates his restrained libido to some extent. However, 

Bill’s sexual deviance has been a distorted wish of intimacy and therefore, he never 

becomes fully satisfied even though he has replaced his fantasies with real objects. This 

is shown in how he feels the need to continue acting out his sexual fantasies and is not 
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fully satisfied after his first act of rape. Moreover, it is shown when Bill comes home 

after he has raped his second victim and says to Trish: “I think I have to lie down [. . .] 

I’m sick…” (85-86). Accordingly, acting out his sexual fantasies is not altogether making 

Bill feel good and satisfied.  

  When Bill starts acting out his pedophilia, he is to some extent less consciously 

filled with anxiety and he is somewhat sexually satisfied. However, in this essay Bill’s 

perversity is seen as connected with a distorted wish of love and intimacy and these 

wishes have not been fulfilled. Hence, there are still many unresolved internal conflicts in 

Bill and he still suffers from fears such as, being deserted by his family and condemned 

by society. He has still not dealt with the root of his problems that have caused him to 

become what he is. And in order to get a chance of solving his internal conflict he has to 

recognize his problems and start dealing with them and this is impossible as long as he 

denies them. 

  Bill’s fear of being discovered as a pedophile increases after he starts acting it out 

and, in particular, when the police are knocking on his door to ask questions about his 

first victim, Johnny. Bill feels stressed and instead of answering their questions about 

Johnny, he starts talking about the second victim, Ronald: “Sorry. Now…um…you said 

something about Ronald Farber? [. . .] I'm sorry…er…I mean…I mean, Johnny Grasso?” 

(120) This is what psychoanalysis means by ‘slips of the tongue’ (Barry 100). The rape 

events that have taken place is something that is of unease to Bill, and although he tries in 

front of the police to hide these events, and it is shown how Bill is reminded of his 

anxiety by his unconscious (Barry 101).  
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  The consequence of Bill confessing his sexuality and what he has done, results in 

him losing his family and becomes an outcast in society, which is revealed when his 

house has been sprayed with jeers. Hence, what Bill has feared the most, eventually have 

been realized. In that sense, some of his internal conflicts connected to his fears are 

solved.  
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5. Conclusion 

The aim of this essay has been to reveal the underlying reasons of Bill’s behaviour. 

Through an analysis of both his conscious and unconscious fears and desires, it has been 

revealed that Bill has been burdened by a libido that has fallen ill. Since he has been 

unable to deal with this due to his fear of being abandoned and feeling unloved, he has by 

means of various mechanisms of defence tried to divest himself from his internal 

conflicts. However, the longer he avoids dealing with his distorted inner reality, the 

worse it gets and the more miserable he feels. 

  The ground for Bill’s sexual deviance is not revealed in the film. Nevertheless, his 

inability to bond with other adults and being intimate with his wife may be a reason why 

he turns to young boys, which he can relate to more easily. This is shown in how he, at 

the time of his confession, gives the whole truth to his son, whereas his only words to 

Trish are that he admits being a pervert. However, his connection to boys has been 

distorted into a sexual fantasy that for him presumably represents intimacy. 

  The conflict between Bill’s ego, id and super-ego eventually becomes so severe that 

he loses contact with his super-ego and starts acting out his pedophilia, which also 

becomes his turning point. He is still afraid of being left by his family, but he also starts 

realizing that he eventually will be discovered, which makes him acknowledge his fear 

and instead starts learning to cope with it. 

  Although he eventually loses contact with his super-ego, it does not mean that the 

super-ego becomes erased and ceases to exist. Instead, it slips through in due course, 

which is shown both after his second act of rape, when he comes home to his family and 

feels sick. Furthermore, it is shown when he has an anxiety attack one night and 
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visualizes his first rape victim telling him the day after the rape: “You’re so cool.” (43). 

The reason why he is filled with anguish when he thinks of that event is because his 

super-ego has found a way back to his conscious and lets him know that the act of rape 

was wrong and immoral. Another explanation is that the acts of rape have not satisfied 

him in the way he expected, since his fantasies are distorted from his wishes of being 

loved and to be intimate with someone, for instance his parents that he may have failed to 

connect with as a boy.   

  When Bill understands that he is about to be revealed as a pedophile he gets the 

chance to start dealing with his internal conflicts, by accepting his them and confessing to 

his family, which is the only way for him to ever start recover his dejected internal 

reality. It has been revealed in this essay that Bill has been driven both by Eros and 

Thanatos, which has created an internal conflict. However, Bill chooses to act 

constructively in the end, which shows that his instinct for life has prevailed.   

  Happiness has revealed Bill’s conflicts in various ways, such as in dreams, 

thoughts, fantasies and events, which give the viewer a better understanding of Bill’s 

deviant behavior. In this essay, psychoanalytic tools have been used in order to get closer 

the reason of Bill’s behavior and how he copes with his wishes, fears and conflicts. The 

film shows that Bill, by facing his fears and internal conflicts, feels somewhat relieved, 

although external conflicts emerge at the same time. It is through Bill’s dreams that his 

essential feelings are revealed and the more he is exposed to his repressed material, such 

as his fears and wishes, he starts dreaming of love instead of rage. The film has shown 

signs of both drives, Eros and Thanatos in Bill. However, as Bill’s unconscious process 

continues, it is revealed that Bill’s instinct of life, Eros, is stronger than his instinct of 
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death. As a conclusion, the depiction of Bill is paradoxical, as it is first when Bill starts to 

act out his perversity that he also starts dealing with his conflicts.  
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