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THE DEFENSE MECHANISM OF MILDRED BALDWIN  

IN EUGENE O’NEILL’S RECKLESSNESS (1913):  

A PSYCHOANALYTIC APPROACH. 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The study is about defense mechanism reflected in Eugene O’Neill’s 

Recklessness (1913). The purpose of the study is to analyze the structural elements 

of the play and the defense mechanism of Mildred Baldwin on the perspective of 

psychoanalysis. This study is descriptive qualitative study. The object of the study 

is Recklessness play by Eugene O’Neill. There are two kinds of data sources: 

Primary and Secondary data source. The Primary source is Recklessness (1913) 

play by Eugene O’Neill. The secondary object is any references from books, 

journals, and articles related to the study. Technique of data collection is using 

Library research and Note-taking method. Data are analyzed using descriptive 

qualitative method. The result of the research shows that there are a clear 

correlation between literature and psychology. The main female character in this 

play, Mildred Baldwin, emerges defense mechanism to defend herself from 

anxiety i.e. projection, repression, reaction formation, and displacement. Based on 

the analysis, Mildred is a prideful woman who does not want to appear guilty. 

Thus, her defense mechanisms, especially projection and reaction formation, often 

emerge out every time she feels uneasy. 
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ABSTRAK 

 

Penelitian ini adalah penilitian tentang mekanisme pertahanan diri yang 

dicerminkan dalam naskah drama Recklessness (1913) karya Eugene O’Neill. 

Tujuan penelitian ini adalah menganalisis struktur intrinsik naskah drama dan 

teknik pertahanan diri dari Mildred Baldwin berdasarkan pandangan teori 

psikoanalitik. Penelitian ini adalah penilitian kulatitatif deskriptif. Objek kajian 

penelitianini yaitu naskah drama Recklessness oleh Eugene O’Neill. Terdapat dua 

jenis data dalam penelitian ini yaitu: data primer dan data sekunder. Data primer 

berupa naskah drama Recklessness (1913) oleh Eugene O’Neill. Objek sekunder  

berupa referensi buku, jurnal, dan artikel yang sesuai dengan penelitian ini. teknik 

pengumpulan data menggunakan metode Library Research dan Note-taking. Data 

dianalisis menggunakan metode kualitatif deskriptif. Hasil penelitian ini yaitu 

terdapar hubungan yang erat antara karya sastra dan psikology. Teknik pertahanan 

diri muncul pada tokoh utama wanita yang bernama Mildred Baldwin, yaitu 

proyeksi, represi, reaksi-formasi, dan pengalihan. Berdasarkan hasil analisis, 

Mildred Baldwin adalah seorang wanita yang mempunyai harga diri yang tinggi 

yang tidak mau terlihat bersalah di mata orang lain. Oleh karena itu, teknik 
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pertahanan dirinya, terutama proyeksi dan reaksi-formasi, sering muncul setiap 

kali ia merasa tidak nyaman. 

 

Keywords: Teknik Pertahanan Diri, Psikoanalisis, Eugene O’Neill, Recklessness 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 

Recklessness is a nearly-forgotten tragedy drama that was written in 

1913 and never been produced in O’Neill’s lifetime (Jaworowski, 2016: 2). 

It is about a woman named Mildred who wanted to escape her hopeless 

marriage with Arthur Baldwin and lived happily ever after with her affair, 

Fred Burgess, the chauffeur. 

Eugene O’Neill writes the play in 1913. He makes the Catskills, a 

mountain in New York as the setting of place. The story takes place at a 

warm night in August 1913. 

The play starts with Mildred Baldwin waiting for his husband. After 

waiting for a long time, she concludes that Baldwin will not come that night. 

She tells Mary, the maid, to clean up the dining table. After locking the 

library door, she calls Fred, her affair and also the chauffeur of the house. 

They are showing affection to each other, do not realize that Gene, Mildred 

maids appears on the verandah and sees them. Mildred asks Fred to take her 

away that night before Baldwin comes. She cannot take her life of being 

Baldwin’s wife any longer because Baldwin only uses her as a plaything. 

But Fred refuses, stating that they need to prepare about it first. 

Baldwin arrives at home soon after that and meets his wife right away. 

Mildred looks for an excuse to leave him and goes upstairs to change her 

dress. Gene comes in after that, reporting Baldwin about Mildred and Fred. 

The news of course makes Baldwin furious and almost chokes Gene to 

death. She shows him a letter she found in Fred’s pocket as a proof. It is a 

letter from Mildred. Feeling satisfied after spilling her enemy’s affair, she 

tells Baldwin that she will leave the house early in the morning. She goes to 

her room after that. 
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Baldwin is so angry when he reaches the phone to call Fred. He tells 

him to get a doctor from the village as soon as possible since Mildred is sick 

which is, of course, a lie. So Fred quickly drives to the village with 

Baldwin’s disabled car. He is dead in an accident because of it. 

Later on, Baldwin calls Mildred down and lures her to admit her affair 

with Fred. Baldwin shows her the letter he got from Gene and makes her has 

no choice but admitting that she loves Fred. Baldwin pretends to be fine 

with it and acts as if he kindly lets her having a divorce and allows her 

leaves with Fred.  

Mildred feels so happy and showing her gratitude to Baldwin. But the 

joy in her face is vanished when people bring Fred’s dead body into the 

library. She screams in terror and passed out. With the help form the maid, 

Baldwin brings her to their bedroom. He hears a gunshot after that. Mildred 

shoots herself. 

There are two reasons why the writer is interested to study this novel. 

First, the story line of the script is interesting. It has intense conflict and 

unexpected ending. The plot of the play is simple and easy to follow. 

Second, the female main character of the play, Mildred Baldwin, is a 

proud woman who is under a lot of pressure and anxiety. She has to assure 

Fred that they have to leave as soon as possible and hide her true feelings 

towards his husband. The situation she is in makes her encounters a lot of 

anxiety that induces her defense mechanism to emerge. 

Thus, the researcher decides to analyze the defense mechanisms of 

Mildred Baldwin using psychoanalytic approach in a research entitled: THE 

DEFENSE MECHANISMS OF MILDRED BALDWIN IN EUGENE 

O’NEILL’S RECKLESSNESS (1913): A PSYCHOANALYTIC 

APPROACH. 

The problem statement of this problem are “How is the structural 

element of the Recklessness play?”, and “How is the defense mechanism of 

Mildred Baldwin reflected in Recklessness play?” Dealing with those 

problem statements, the objectives of the study are to analyze the structural 
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element of the play and to analyze the play based on psychoanalytic 

approach. 

The researcher found some previous study about the play. First is a 

study entitled O’Neill’s Early Recklessness. This study belongs to Stephen 

A. Black. This study concludes that Recklessness is an imitation of 

O’Neill’s real life where Mildred represents his mother, Arthur represents 

his father, and Fred, alongside Gene represents himself. 

Second, the study entitled Recklessness: A Play in One Act 

(Completed, 1913; NEVER PRODUCED). This study belongs to Robert M. 

Dowling. This study shows that Baldwin is a symbol of the victim of 

American materialism. 

What differentiates this research with two researches mentioned above 

is this research uses psychoanalysis approach to analyze the defense 

mechanisms in Mildred Baldwin in order to defend herself from anxiety and 

guilty feeling. Whilst the similarity is these researches uses Recklessness 

play as the primary source of the study. 

 

2. RESEARCH METHOD 

The type of the study of this research paper is qualitative descriptive 

study. The object of the study is Eugene O’Neill’s Recklessness (1913). The 

primary data source of this research is Recklessness play. The secondary 

data sources of this research are the books and other sources that are 

relevant to the study, including online journals and articles. 

The methods of collecting data of this research are note-taking and 

library research. There are several steps in library research, they are: reading 

the script of Recklessness play repeatedly, reading books, journal, website 

and other sources that is relevant with the theory, taking some notes that is 

needed for the study, classifying the data into categories, and drawing the 

conclusion. The technique of analyzing data are analyzing the structural 

element of the play from the dialogues, narratives, and technical elements 
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and analyzing the defense mechanism of Mildred Baldwin using the 

Psychoanalytic approach. 

 

3. FINDING AND DISCUSSION 

Recklessness shows that jealousy can consume you and make one;s 

love becomes obsession. Jealousy and anger can make you think that it is 

fine to do anything, including killing your rival. Jealousy is the source of the 

problem in this play. It starts from Gene’s jealousy toward Fred and 

Mildred. She loved Fred but he did not love her back. Thus, she reports 

Mildred and Fred’s affair to Baldwin. Baldwin obviously gets mad because 

of it and kills Fred out of his jealousy. Then, Baldwin calls Mildred to come 

down and has her admitting her affair with Fred. Baldwin keep saying that 

Fred and Gene were past lovers and makes Mildred shows her jealousy 

towards Gene. 

The play has five stages of the plot which are exposition, 

complication, climax, resolution, and catastrophe. Exposition is when 

Mildred persuades Fred to take her away and Gene finds out about their 

affair. Complication is when Gene tells Baldwin about Mildred and Fred’s 

affair. The climax of the play is when Baldwin kills Fred. In the resolution 

stage, Baldwin has Mildred tells him everything, including her true feeling 

towards him. Catastrophe is when Mildred shoots herself after seeing Fred’s 

dead body. 

To answer the second problem statement, the researcher found out 

four types of defense mechanisms, namely: projection, repression, reaction 

formation, and displacement. 

First projection occurs when Fred refuses to use Mildred’s money and 

jewels since Baldwin gave her those. She feels guilty since she cannot do 

anything to help him, so she projects that feeling to Fred by saying that he 

does not let her helping him. Second projection is happened when Mildred 

tells him that they can leave without money and she will be fine with it. 

Fred answers in allusion manner and says that she has no idea how it feels to 
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live as a poor person. Mildred projects it back to him by saying that he does 

not realize how much she loves him. Third projection occurs when Mildred 

tells Baldwin the reason why she did not come down after changing her 

dress is because she heard his car sound and thought that he is away. The 

fourth projection is when instead of telling him her true feeling, Mildred 

projects the guilt back to Baldwin by saying that it was not all her mistakes 

and because Baldwin has never loved her. Fifth projection takes place when 

Baldwin accuses her that she married him for his money, she does not admit 

it right away but projects it to her parents. She says that it was her parents 

who forced her. Next projection occurs when Baldwin tells Mildred that he 

always tries to give everything she desired, Mildred answers that she 

actually has tried but something always prevents her to love him. Last 

projection is when Baldwin confirms to her that he always trust her, Mildred 

feels guilty and projects it back to Baldwin. She said that he never loved 

him. 

First repression occurs when she tries to conceal her anxiety when she 

knows that Fred goes to the village with Baldwin’s disabled car. Second 

repression is when Baldwin tells her that Gene was once Fred’s lover, she 

answers it right away by saying that it was a lie. The last repression happens 

when Baldwin keep insists his opinion about Fred and Gene, Mildred denies 

it and tells him that it was just servant’s gossip. 

Reaction formation emerges multiple times in Mildred since she has to 

appear nice to her husband. First, she tells Baldwin that she enjoys the life 

she is living now. Second, when she thinks that Baldwin refuses to get a 

divorce, she softens her tone and pleads him instead of getting angry. The 

fourth, fifth, and sixth reaction formation happens in a sequence. After 

letting her getting a divorce and giving her permission to leave with Fred, 

Mildred profuse her speech and act of gratitude to him. 

A displacement emerged when Mildred gets angry. Baldwin keeps 

telling her that Fred and Gene were past lovers, making her angry. She tries 
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to assure Baldwin that it was her anger toward Gene breaking out instead of 

jealousy. 

4. CONCLUSION

There is a strong correlation between literature work and 

psychological perspective. The unity of the play can be seen in the structural 

elements of the play. In this research, the researcher uses a play written by 

Eugene O’Neill entitled Recklessness and uses Sigmund Freud’s 

psychoanalytic approach to analyze the play. Recklessness shows us the idea 

about jealousy and anger that consumes the characters of the play. The way 

Mildred defends herself from everything that threatens her is the defense 

mechanism in order to prevent and conceal the anxiety. 

The defense mechanism reflected in Mildred is the result of her 

conflicts. Mildred wants to go from Baldwin house as soon as possible, but 

Fred keeps refusing her idea. They argue at first until Fred finally can make 

her understands the difficulties of running away without preparations. 

Unfortunately, their decision to wait a little bit longer results into a tragedy. 

The play is ended with Fred’s death and Mildred shoots herself. 

The researched also finds that Mildred is a prideful woman. She does 

not want to admit her guilt and prefers to blame someone or something else 

for it. Even though she admits it in some rare occasions, there must be a 

little bit pride and arrogance in her admission. She admits her guilt in a 

prideful manner. This makes her having the most complicated and 

interesting characterization among the dramatic personae within 

Recklessness play. 
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