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Displacement, Regression, and Avoidance against an Unstable Sense of Self
In his story, “The B.A.R. Man”, Richard Yates describes with exquisite progression, the deterioration of a resentful and frustrated ex-soldier, John Fallon.  Yates pronounces Fallon's fate in the first sentence of his work, depicting his otherwise unnoticeable life, until he gets himself in trouble with the law. The behavior of John Fallon throughout the story can best be understood if the story was viewed through a psychoanalytical lens. His anger and embitterment yields an unstable sense of self, as his core issue, as described by Lois Tyson in his Critical Theory Today. This paper present a literary criticism of  “The B.A.R. Man”, and an illustration of  how Fallon employs avoidance, regression, and displacement as the psychological defense mechanism in his struggle with his core issue; unstable sense of self.
A psychoanalytic read of “The B.A.R Man” links Fallon’s frustrations to the settings of the story.  It is important to understand Fallon’s status, before making psychoanalysis of his character. The story was written during the post-World War II period or rather, the Cold War Period, when America was going through postwar prosperity (Smith 1). During that period, the economic growth had resulted into a materialistic culture. The family took a core position in the society, with marriage, childbirth, successful breadwinner and attractive wife forming the ideal community norms (Smith 3-4). However, Fallon seems to have failed in all these scopes. To start with, he has been stuck as a clerk in the insurance company, while his colleagues have advanced. Secondly, his wife is neither attractive, nor is she able to bare children. What is more, his wife is earning more than he is, and he is also expected to help in the household chores. In this sense, it is clear that a person like Fallon, who is living in a society that is based on individual repression and group conformity must feel like the greatest failure; an effect that yields his unsecure sense of self. 
Yates setting at the beginning of the story acts a foreshadowing of what the reader would encounter in the rest of the story. The reader is introduces to Fallon as a person who has been insignificant until he is in the newspaper and the police blotter. The setting at this juncture is at the insurance company where Fallon works as a clerk. The description of Fallon wearing a serviceman’s badge is a foreshadowing of his regression, which entails reliving his pleasant experiences of the army, in order to evade his current frustrating situation (Tyson 5). The introductory setting already depicts Fallon’s employment of regression as a psychological defense.  Tyson defines regression as “the temporary return to a former psychological state, which is not just imagined but relived” (5).  The psychological state could either be pleasant or painful, and it is aimed at distracting the person from a current unpleasant situation. Ten years after he had fought in the Second World War, and had been recognized as  “a damn good B.A.R. man” (5), he is still working as a clerk. However, he is still wearing his serviceman badge, which Yates emphasis is a “relic of braver” (1). This indicates that Fallon brings his pleasant experiences in the army, to distract himself from his current situation.
The change of setting and the characterization helps Yates to bring out Fallon’s regression, and avoidance as the psychological defense mechanisms to his unstable sense of self. At home, Fallon spends all his time occupied in various activities such as playing cards, watching TV, or going shopping. His fully occupied but un-objective schedule could be interpreted as the avoidance defense mechanism. By keeping himself occupied, he avoids thinking about his current situation; which he attributes to his failure. For instance, he is not contented with his “very thin” wife, as is evident from the way he lusts for the “churning hips and full breasts of other young women in the store” ( Yates 5). His thin, sickly and unproductive wife is one of the cause Fallon’s miseries in life.

The setting in the German tavern downtown and the characterization of the three clerks who also happens to be Fallon’s workmates gives Yates another opportunity to bring out Fallon’s army experiences. As Fallon sits down with his mates, he is bored and disinterested. He remains quite for some time as his friends indulge in a “Navy talk”.  This talk stimulates Fallon’s regression. He explains to his mates about his experiences as a B.A.R. man. First of all, the fact that Fallon’s colleagues do not know what B.A.R. man is, reminds Fallon of his failures. “Fallon realized how much the crowd in the office had changed over the years” (Yates 3). Yates uses characterization here to form a basis for comparison between Fallon and his colleagues, and point out to the fact that, Fallon has been stuck in the insurance office as a clerk for ten years.  Fallon realizes that his former colleagues have moved on in life, while he is still stuck in the insurance firm as a clerk.

This realization awakens Fallon’s unstable sense of self, which he fights back using repression. He explains to his colleges about the B.A.R. man “as if he was talking to children or girls,” and even goes further to draw the B.A.R. “from memory and love” (4). At this point, Fallon has just realized how far his former colleagues have moved leaving him behind. He does not want his identity to be formed from what he is at the moment, but what he was at the army. He wants to avoid his situation by bringing up his cherished army experiences. In regard to the army experiences, he wants to look more advanced than his colleagues, who did not have a chance to serve in the infantry; which Fallon depicts as superior to the other service.  He is determined to ignore his current situation, and let his friends see him not for who he is today, but who he was while serving in the army.
When his friends take his description as a matter of fact, and question his specialty in operating the B.A.R., “Fallon’s anger starts to rise as he sarcastically tells his colleagues to “try walkin’ twenty miles on an empty stomach with the B.A.R…” As he explains his experiences, he becomes too angry with his friends who do not seem to take what he is saying seriously, until Boyle tells him “Easy, easy … Don’t bust a gut, boy” (5).Yates has used this context to depict what the army experiences meant to Fallon, and how he uses them as a repression. In the same manner, the reader is surprised that Fallon gets angry at his friends when they are just having a pass time conversation. However, psychoanalysis reveals that for Fallon, it is not just a pass time conversation. Rather, it is a way of diverting his current frustrations, by living on his past experiences. Getting angry at his friends depicts the displacement psychological defense mechanism, whereby a person struggling with a core issue takes out frustrations, anger on someone or something else (Tyson 15).     
Yates plot development gives the reader’s a systematic view of how Fallon’s core issue of unstable sense of self deteriorates as his displacement defense mechanism leads him into trouble and popularity. At the introduction, Yates describes Fallon’s routine, which he actually seems happy with. The routine; which in itself an avoidance defense mechanism is fully packed with activities, which do not leave space for Fallon to reflect on his current life. When his wife alters this routine by asking Fallon to accompany her to the movies instead of joining his friends for the Friday night, Fallon is affected psychologically. A psychoanalysis view at this point makes the reader recognize that it was not just his physical routine that had been altered, but also, Fallon’s defense for his core issue had been altered. To start with, Yates identifies that Fallon would go out with the boys in order to avoid a quarrel with his wife over the remote. Therefore, going out is an example of avoidance defense, because Fallon and his friends would “have joked and drunk themselves into a high good humor” (1). This is avoidance, through which Fallon used to evade his real life situation, and manage to wake up late the following morning.  As such, Fallon’s defense mechanisms are being affected by the change of plan, and this makes him very angry.
From this incident, he harbors a bad mood when with his friends at the bar, and even brings out his frustrations on them. The plot is further developed to depict Fallon shopping with his wife, reflecting her shortcomings as a woman, and even lusting after other women in the store. He is almost regretful of marrying her by indicating that her sinus problem and posture has grown worse after their marriage. The way Fallon views his wife is a depiction that she is a part of his failures. He is uncomfortable with her posture, and probably the fact that she cannot bear children. He first indicates that her posture looks absurd, and then questions her on why she does not exercise to rectify her “tipped” uterus (Yates 8).  When she gets angry over his pettiness, Fallon can no longer stand her “pathetic look” (Yates 8). His going away to avoid this “pathetic look” is a form of avoidance defense mechanism. He wishes to stay away from his wife because she is awakening his repressed emotions of what he regards as failures. His “slamming out of the apartment” is the displacement mechanism, in that he is directing his anger and frustrations to the door  (Tyson 5)
The plot development further changes the setting of the story from Fallon’s home to the bar, where he meets some young soldiers, whose dressing pointed out that they are in the infantry. The characterization here once again gives Fallon an opportunity of repressing the thoughts and experiences of his current frustrations, by returning to his pleasant army experiences (5). He likens the soldiers to the “blond, squint-eyed, country-boy faces he remembered from his old platoon” (Yates 10). This means that he is not just imagining his army experiences, but he is reliving them. He therefore engages the soldiers, bringing out his experiences in the army, and telling them that he was actually a B.A.R. man. When they move to another bar with the soldiers, Fallon removes his wedding ring. This is a depiction of avoidance. He does not want anything that could remind him of his marriage, and his wife; who is partially a source of his anger and embitterment. He acquaints himself a “well- built” girl and notices “the slow grace of her twisting hips and floating skirt” Yates diction in describing the girl depicts the contracts between Fallon’s wife and the girl. From a psychoanalytical perception, Fallon is choosing a girl whose physique contrasts that of his wife, because he does not want anyone who will remind him of his wife (avoidance).
While the two soldiers are having a good time with other girls, Fallon is struggling to start a conversation with Marie. He lusts for the girl but she seems disinterested. When he goes to get some more beer so that he could convince the girl not to leave, the two soldiers and the all the girls evades him and leaves. His frustrations and anger at this time cannot be contained. He walks along the streets unconsciously until he finds a crowd of people who are protesting against Professor Mitchell’s role in the Fifth Amendment. This setting depicts the historical context, and the political environment within which the story was written. As people are booing Fallon starts to scream “kill that man!” (17). He then pushes through the crowd, reaches the professor and starts hitting him. Fallon’s frustrations in life have peaked. He, therefore, decides to take out his frustrations on Professor Mitchell, a depiction of the displacement psychological defense mechanism. Only then does he achieve “absolute fulfillment and relief” (17).
In conclusion, a literary criticism of Yates’s short story “The B.A.R. Man,” complements a psychoanalysis of the protagonist; Fallon the B.A.R man. Yates has used characterization, setting, foreshadowing, and plot development to depict Fallon’s frustrations and how he reacts to them. These frustrations have been caused by his sickly, unproductive, and “very thin” wife as well as his lack of progress in life. Psychoanalysis of Fallon reveals that his frustrations have yielded an unstable sense of self as his core issue. His reactions to these frustrations further reveal that his psychological defense mechanisms include displacement, regression, and avoidance.
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