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Abstract 

“You cannot even create a truthfully drawn psychological entity on the stage until you 

understand his social relations and their power to make him what he is, and to prevent him from 

being what he is not. The fish is in the water and the water is in the fish’. —says Arthur Miller. 

Therefore, ‘Death of the Salesman’, a social drama, or as Miller calls it, ‘The drama of the whole 

man’ is regarded as a significant departure in the theatre of social realism. Social density is 

evolved in ‘Death of the Salesman’ through a clear focus on the familyunit the Loman 

household. The meaning of the ambivalent relationships of the members is enlarged by contrast 

with the ways of life symbolized by the neighbour, Charley and with Uncle Ben. This larger 

meaning in turn is deeply coloured by Willy’s personalized false dream of success and the cult of 

personality. The typical middle-class culture is well understood when the Lomans discuss things 

such as ‘aspirins, spectacles, time payments, advertising Chevrolets, faulty refrigerators, life 

insurance, mortgages and the adoration of high school foot ball heroes’. The documentation of 

the middle-class life of Willy Loman and his faith in the myth of success, and his conformity to 

American dream is so deep and simple that his rare moments of doubt easily shade into 

bafflement.  
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Introduction: 

 Arthur Miller is one of the top most important play-wrights of 20th century. He stepped 

boldly and firmly which placed him in the high roads of American dramas. Miller’s plays like 

the plays of most of his contemporaries focus on a small segment of human conflict. All his 

plays are domestic dramas that see the family as the testing place for the protagonist, his 

resentments great concern for the psychological and social forces that form and distortthe family 

and the individual. Miller’s characters appear as flesh and blood. The most vital factor in his play 

is the portrayal of the individual in conflict with society.   
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Miller’s reputation lies in the large measure on the Pulitzer Prize winning play ‘Death of the 

Salesman’, a tragedy of a common man caught in a false prestige and values imposed by the 

middle-class American society. The play depicts a belief that the common man is a ’fit-hero’ for 

tragedy. Willy Loman the protagonist in the play is certainly firmed to be fitting into this 

principle of tragedy, who plays his life for the sake of his family 

Willy Loman and American Dream 

 Arthur Miller’s ‘Death of a Salesman’ is an examination of American life and 

consumerism. It relates the story of a common man who portrays this lifestyle in an American 

society. The issues explored in the play include: materialism, procrastination and alienation. The 

play was set in 1948, in a time where The American Dream was highly regarded, despite the 

Depression. The American Dream was a belief that emerged in the later half of the nineteenth 

century, where the slogan goes that ‘if you work hard you will achieve success and prosperity’. 

The American Dream affects our view of Willy Loman as a tragic hero because he is convinced 

that the way to achieve a better life is by achieving the American Dream. Willy Loman believes 

that if he succeeds in life the American dream is accomplished.  

 

 From the beginning of Willy's life, he is faced with abandonment and betrayal. At a 

young age his father left, leaving both him and his older brother, Ben, behind. Willy is left alone 

with nothing of monetary value or that of a legacy. Shortly thereafter Ben leaves and travels to 

Alaska, allowing Willy to lose himself, to view the concept of the American Dream.  Out of this 

first-hand abandonment experiences in life, Willy has sensed so early in life,that he develops a 

fear of it - turning him and his family to ultimately try and confirm to the concept of the 

American Dream.  

 When Biff, Willy's eldest son, leaves home and never writes where he is or what he is 

doing, making Willy believe he's been betrayed. Throughout Biff's childhood Willy was very 

supportive of him and his own dreams; visualizing to become a football star - to make something 

of himself.  Willy wanted his elder son to be fulfilling his wish of becoming a great personality 

which he dreamt for himself to be was baffled by Biffs prolonged absence and impromptu 

returns seem to shatter the Dream for Willy many number of times. All the time, Biff is back 

home he is trying to "find himself" (Miller 16). Willy believes that Biff is on to something great 

when he goes to speak with Mr. Oliver, but his hope is ultimately devastated by Biff who along 

with Happy, Willy’s second son, abandons and mislead their father in the restroom.  

  "Willy Loman¦ is seeking for a kind of ecstasy in life, which the mechanic-civilization 

deprives people of. He and his family lived in a nice house with trees, drove a red "Chevvy" 

(Miller 19), and his sons were both something to be proud of. Back "when refrigerators were 

made to last, there was air to breathe in your own backyard, and the people with whom you did 

business actually knew you" (Bloom 37). 

http://www.rjoe.org.in/


                                                                     Oray’s Publications  

   Impact Factor: 4.845(SJIF) Research Journal Of English (RJOE) Vol-4, Issue-3, 2019 

   www.rjoe.org.in            An International Peer-Reviewed English Journal                   ISSN: 2456-2696 

Indexed in: International Citation Indexing (ICI), International Scientific Indexing (ISI), 

Directory of Research Journal Indexing (DRJI) Google Scholar & Cosmos. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Research Journal Of English (RJOE)              Copyright      Oray’s Publication Page 340 
 

 Miller illustrates the reason why Willy's vision of the American Dream fails, illustrating 

that the personal relationships and impressions you have with others do not promise financial 

accomplishments. This is shown to comment on the nature of American society and how it is 

changing, becoming unstable. In a flash back, Willy explains to his sons how to be successful in 

America, according to his ideals.  

 He says “...when I was seventeen I walked into the jungle, and when I was twenty-one I 

walked out. [He laughs.] And by God I was rich.” Willy looks up to his brother and respects his 

views a lot. When Willy is hallucinating into the past, he thinks about the chance he had to join 

Ben; make his fortune and live his American Dream. Willy exclaims, "Why didn't I go to Alaska 

with my brother Ben that time! That man was success incarnate! What a mistake!" Willy did not 

take this chance and he regrets it, and he uses it an excuse for his failure. This gives the readers 

as how such an idea of the American Dream did not affect one’s view of Willy Loman as a tragic 

hero. Rather, his idealistic dreams and indolence were to blame. Biff talks about Willy's dreams, 

“He had the wrong dreams. All, all wrong.” Miller shows how the American Dream is nothing 

but an illusion. He does this through Willy's upbringing of Biff. When Biff says, “I realised what 

a ridiculous lie my whole life has been.”  

 Ben, the American business adventure, is aggressive and unscrupulous. “Never fight fair 

with a stranger’, he advises the school boy Biff. ‘You’ll never get out of the jungle that way’. He 

is Willy’s idea of success. At the same time, he is bewildered and cannot understand the reason 

why and where it went wrong with this dream.  

 Willy has reached the zenith of the American Dream because he is well liked and 

personally takes an interest in his business. However, he is taunted by his fellow salesmen 

behind his back, rejected by his customers, and suddenly, his material world starts to collapse 

underneath his feet. The tremulousness in Willy's personal life reflects the instability of the 

larger society he was born into, because in Willy's society, having a solid identity means being 

wealthy and having material possessions - Willy not fitting into the equation of success with 

personal relationships seems to fail him, as people around him do not see him as he wanted to be 

seen.  

 Miller purposely has Willy's customers to reject him to mention the scientific and 

technological development of American society. His world is one where professional 

relationships have broken down and allowed material things to overcome those relationships. 

Willy himself, notes that his successful neighbour Charley is "a man of few words, and they 

respect him" (Miller 37), revealing Miller's view that economic success is conditional to one's 

control of humanity. Loman's helplessness to ultimately perceive the reality, is demonstrated 

through the absence of the product that he sells, not only reflects his financial and personal 

instability, but also the instability of the greater American society. This constitutes why the 

American Dream is continuously shifting and is anambiguous idea, at best. Miller’s portrayal of 
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Willy's failed American Dream conveys a dark and dull future of American society, where 

success is associated with objects and a sense of the material; human interaction and 

relationships are no longer respected. 

Conclusion 

 Willy Loman, the protagonist in the play is a salesman who first sells commodities and 

then sells himself as a commodity. To showcase how America has and is being infused by such a 

capitalistic and materialistic society, Miller illustrates, through Biff, that to achieve any level of 

success, someone must devote their entire livelihood to being only at a moderate level. The 

illustration of Biff's failure to achieve his dream of living on and owning a ranch indicates not 

just his economic failure, but additionally the transfer of freedom to a capitalistic mindset. Miller 

demonstrates that the continuous -changing American Dream is harmful because it continues to 

expand to such a level where it becomes an unattainable fruit to the common public. Like Willy 

Loman in the play, there are  many Willy’s around the society who are not able to fulfil this 

dream and put an end to their life as Willy Loman does in the play.  

Miller through this play ‘Death of the Salesman’ is making usto be aware of failed dreams and 

visions of both Biff and Willy, opening our eyes to the unsteadiness of the American society 

because they corelate success with material possessions. He ultimately makes it clear that in 

American culture it is quite unusual   to separate the identity and the material in one's life. 
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