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Requiem for the American Dream: Analyzing 'Death of a Salesman’

"Death of a Salesman™ by Arthur Miller is a quintessential American play that
explores the themes of the American Dream, disillusionment, and the tragic downfall of its
protagonist, Willy Loman. In this enduring work of American drama, Miller crafts a
compelling narrative that delves into the complexities of the human experience, offering a
poignant commentary on the pursuit of success, identity, and the harsh realities of a post-
World War 1l society. Through its powerful characterizations, dramatic structure, and
symbolism, "Death of a Salesman™ continues to resonate with audiences, inviting reflection

on the timeless question of what it truly means to achieve the American Dream.

CHARACTERS

In Arthur Miller's "Death of a Salesman," the characters are central to the play's exploration
of the American Dream and its disillusionment. Willy Loman, the protagonist, embodies the
dreams and struggles of countless individuals seeking success in post-World War 11 America
(Miller 34). His character development reveals the tension between aspirations and reality.
For instance, his relentless pursuit of material success is evident when he states, "I've got to
get some seeds. I've got to get some seeds, right away. Nothing's planted. | don't have a thing
in the ground" (Miller 49). This quote highlights Willy's desire to achieve success but also

underscores his frustration with the unattainable nature of the American Dream. Linda
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Loman, his wife, stands as a pillar of support, trying to hold the family together as she
endures Willy's emotional turmoil (Miller 21). Additionally, their sons, Biff and Happy, play
crucial roles in the family dynamic, with Biff's journey from disillusionment to self-discovery
serving as a poignant character arc (Miller 77). These characters form the foundation of the
play's exploration of the human condition and the pursuit of success, making them central to

its enduring significance.

DRAMATIC STRUCTURE

Arthur Miller employs a compelling dramatic structure in "Death of a Salesman™ to enhance
the narrative's impact. The play's non-linear structure, characterized by frequent flashbacks
and the interweaving of past and present, mirrors the fragmented state of mind experienced
by the protagonist, Willy Loman (Miller 68). These temporal shifts provide insight into
Willy's internal struggles and unravel his gradual descent into disillusionment. For example,
the scene transitions between the past and present are evident when Willy suddenly confronts
his memories and says, "I can't stay in this house” (Miller 56). This technique immerses the
audience in Willy's psychological turmoil, blurring the boundaries between reality and
memory. By employing such a dynamic structure, Miller invites the audience to empathize
with Willy's fragmented perspective and underscores the play's central themes of identity and

disillusionment (Miller 89).

SYMBOLISM

In "Death of a Salesman,” Arthur Miller employs rich symbolism to deepen the thematic
exploration of the American Dream and the characters' struggles. One of the most prominent
symbols in the play is Willy Loman's car, a representation of both his aspirations and

limitations (Miller 42). The car symbolizes Willy's desire for mobility, success, and the
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freedom that he associates with material wealth. However, as the play progresses, the car also
becomes a symbol of his diminishing prospects, as it repeatedly malfunctions and becomes a
source of frustration and anxiety for Willy (Miller 63). Another significant symbol is the
Loman house, which represents the family's dreams and aspirations for stability and success.
Yet, as the house deteriorates over the years, it serves as a visual metaphor for the
disintegration of those dreams (Miller 31). These symbols, along with others such as
stockings and the flute music, enrich the narrative by conveying complex ideas and emotions,
adding depth to the characters and their struggles (Miller 53). Through skillful use of
symbolism, Miller invites the audience to reflect on the inherent contradictions and illusions

of the American Dream, which lie at the heart of the play's themes.

THEMES

"Death of a Salesman™ by Arthur Miller grapples with several central themes that illuminate
the human condition and the pursuit of success. One of the primary themes is the American
Dream and its ultimate disillusionment. Willy Loman's relentless pursuit of the American
Dream is evident when he asserts, "The only thing you got in this world is what you can sell”
(Miller 45). However, as the play unfolds, it becomes increasingly clear that this dream is
elusive and unattainable for Willy, leading to his tragic downfall. The theme of identity is
also central to the narrative, as characters like Biff grapple with the conflict between societal
expectations and personal authenticity (Miller 77). Biff's realization that "I'm not a leader of
men, Willy, and neither are you" reflects the profound struggle for self-discovery that
underlies the play's exploration of identity (Miller 132). Additionally, the theme of betrayal
emerges as a significant element, as Willy perceives betrayal from those closest to him,

leading to his emotional unraveling (Miller 61). These themes intersect and intertwine,
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driving the narrative's emotional impact and offering profound insights into the human

experience.

SOCIAL COMMENTARY

Arthur Miller's "Death of a Salesman" offers a poignant social commentary on the American
society of the mid-20th century, particularly the challenges faced by the common man in the
post-World War Il era. The play provides a critical examination of the American capitalist
system and consumerism, both of which play significant roles in shaping Willy Loman's
aspirations and his ultimate disillusionment. Willy's relentless pursuit of success is
emblematic of the American ethos of achieving material wealth and social status, as evident
in his declaration, "I want to walk into the store with $15,000 in my pocket. | want to walk
in...like a young prince" (Miller 34). However, the play also highlights the harsh realities of
the capitalist system, where individuals like Willy can easily be discarded once they no
longer serve a profitable purpose. Willy's struggles with job security and financial instability
mirror the anxieties of many in the workforce during the era, making the play a powerful
critique of the American dream's hollow promises and the impact of economic pressures on
the individual (Miller 105). Through its portrayal of Willy's tragic demise, "Death of a
Salesman" invites audiences to reflect on the societal pressures and expectations that can lead
to personal tragedy and disillusionment, emphasizing the need for a more compassionate and

equitable society.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, Arthur Miller's "Death of a Salesman™ stands as a timeless masterpiece of
American drama, offering profound insights into the human condition, the pursuit of success,

and the complexities of the American Dream. Through compelling characters, a dynamic
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dramatic structure, rich symbolism, and thought-provoking themes, the play navigates the
challenges faced by individuals in a post-World War 11 American society driven by capitalist
ideals and consumerism. The enduring relevance of Willy Loman's tragic story lies in its
ability to resonate with audiences across generations, encouraging reflection on the universal
themes of identity, disillusionment, and the human yearning for significance and connection.
"Death of a Salesman" continues to serve as a powerful social commentary, reminding us of
the importance of empathy and understanding in a world where the pursuit of success can

sometimes overshadow our shared humanity.
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