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Introduction

Arthur Miller’'s Death of a Salesman follows Willy Loman during the final days of his life, but its
structure is not a simple chronological march toward suicide. Present action, memory, fantasy, and
hallucination repeatedly overlap, allowing the audience to experience the collapse of Willy’s private
mythology from inside his mind. The play’s dramatic stages—initial situation, conflict, complication,
climax, suspense, denouement, and conclusion—help explain its movement, yet each stage also
develops Miller’s criticism of commercial definitions of success, masculine pride, family secrecy, and
the belief that personal worth can be measured through salesmanship (Miller, 1949; Bigsby, 2005;
Otten, 2002).

Willy is not merely a victim of appliances or modern consumer goods. He participates in a culture that
promises admiration and wealth to the well-liked individual, but he also chooses deception over self-
knowledge. Linda, Biff, Happy, Charley, Bernard, Howard, and the remembered Ben expose different
ways of responding to work, love, responsibility, and failure. The tragedy emerges because Willy
cannot separate being loved from being economically triumphant.

Initial Situation

Biff and Willy Return Home

The play begins when Willy returns unexpectedly from a sales trip because he can no longer drive
safely. His exhaustion and loss of concentration immediately establish professional and psychological
danger. At the same time, Biff has returned after years of drifting between temporary jobs in the
American West. The household appears reunited, but the reunion intensifies unresolved conflict. Willy
wants Biff's return to confirm that his son is ready for conventional success; Biff returns partly
because he is uncertain what kind of life he wants.

The house itself reveals pressure. Apartment buildings surround the Lomans’ once-open property,
limiting light, air, and space. The setting symbolizes a dream that has been crowded out by economic
change, yet Miller avoids suggesting that urban development alone destroys Willy. Charley and
Bernard live under similar social conditions and build more stable lives. The contrast indicates that
circumstances matter, but so do values, choices, and the willingness to face reality.

Linda’s role in the initial situation is crucial. She protects Willy, manages bills, repairs stockings, and
asks her sons to recognize his deterioration. Her devotion gives Willy emotional shelter, but her
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efforts to prevent confrontation sometimes help maintain the family’s illusions. Happy, meanwhile,
appears successful because he has a job, apartment, and sexual confidence, but his life reproduces
Willy’s emptiest values.

Conflict
Willy’s Failure Meets Biff's Search for Truth

The central conflict is not simply that Biff lacks a career. Willy insists that Biff’s athletic popularity
should have guaranteed success, while Biff senses that the family’s expectations are false. Their
struggle is rooted in Boston, where the teenage Biff discovered Willy’s affair. Before that moment, Biff
treated his father as a moral authority. Afterward, admiration turned into disgust, and his educational
plans collapsed. The family never speaks honestly about this history, so present arguments carry an
unacknowledged wound.

Willy’s mind moves between the present and idealized memories of Biff's high-school achievements.
These scenes reveal how he trained his sons to value appearance over discipline. He praises Biff for
being popular and excuses theft as initiative. Bernard’s study habits appear weak or unmanly to Willy,
yet Bernard later becomes a respected lawyer. Miller uses this reversal to dismantle the belief that
charm can permanently replace competence and ethical conduct,

Linda tells Biff and Happy that Willy has attempted suicide and that the family must take his condition
seriously. This disclosure raises the stakes, but it should not be interpreted as making Biff responsible
for keeping his father alive. Biff can offer compassion and honesty, but he cannot cure Willy’s mental
crisis by achieving a business success he does not want.

Complication

Parallel Failures in the Business World

The complication intensifies when Willy asks Howard for a local position. Willy appeals to loyalty, age,
and past service, but Howard is distracted by a wire recorder and focused on business efficiency. He
eventually dismisses Willy. The scene shows the cruelty of a commercial system that treats workers
as useful only while productive. Willy’s belief that personal relationships guarantee security is
exposed as a fantasy.

At the same time, Biff waits to see Bill Oliver, imagining that a former employer will finance a
sporting-goods venture. Oliver barely remembers him because Biff was not the salesman Willy has
described; he was a shipping clerk who stole from the company. In frustration, Biff steals Oliver’s
fountain pen. The theft repeats a pattern that began in adolescence and forces Biff to recognize how
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thoroughly the family has inflated his past.

These failures are parallel but not identical. Willy is genuinely exploited after years of work, while
Biff's plan rests on a false account of his status. Both confront institutions that do not validate the
Loman story. Charley offers Willy a job, but Willy refuses because accepting help from a more
successful neighbor would injure his pride. Thus, social cruelty and personal self-deception reinforce
one another.

Climax

Biff Rejects the Family’s Grand lllusion

The emotional climax occurs during the final confrontation at home. Biff attempts to make Willy
understand that neither of them is extraordinary in the way Willy imagines. He presents the stolen
pen as evidence of his own dishonesty and insists that the family stop exaggerating. His confession is
not self-hatred; it is an effort to build an identity that does not depend on being a future business
hero.

Willy initially resists because Biff’s realism threatens the structure that has given his life meaning. If
Biff is “ordinary,” Willy fears that his sacrifices and dreams have produced nothing. Yet when Biff
breaks down and cries, Willy finally recognizes that his son loves him. Tragically, he interprets this
love through the same commercial logic he should abandon. Instead of accepting Biff’s affection as
sufficient, he decides that insurance money can transform that affection into business success.

The climax therefore contains recognition without full understanding. Willy sees love but cannot
receive it apart from economic proof. Biff sees the truth but cannot make his father choose life.

Suspense

Ben, the Insurance Policy, and the Fatal Plan

Suspense grows as Willy consults the imagined figure of his brother Ben. Ben represents sudden
wealth, masculine adventure, and the fantasy that decisive risk produces diamonds. He is less a
developed character than Willy’s internal advertisement for spectacular success. In these
conversations, Willy turns suicide into a business proposition: the funeral will demonstrate his
popularity, and the insurance payment will provide Biff with capital.

The audience knows that the plan is built on uncertainties. Insurance may be contested, money
cannot repair grief, and Biff has explicitly rejected the business dream. Willy nevertheless prepares to
convert his death into the sale that proves his value. Miller makes the plan horrifying because the rest
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of the family temporarily believes the crisis has eased.

The seeds Willy tries to plant reinforce the suspense. He wants something tangible to grow in ground
deprived of sunlight. The act expresses care and desperation, but it also reveals how late he has
recognized the need to cultivate life rather than appearance. He plants at night while planning death.

Denouement

Willy’s Suicide and the Requiem

Willy drives away and dies in a crash. The act completes the tragedy but does not validate his
reasoning. At the funeral, the crowds he expected do not appear. Charley, Bernard, the family, and a
few others attend, exposing the gap between Willy’s imagined reputation and his actual social world.
Yet the small funeral does not mean that Willy’s life lacked value. It means he looked for value in the
wrong measure.

Charley offers the play’s most compassionate interpretation when he explains that a salesman must
dream because the profession depends on personality, hope, and future promises. His speech
recognizes the emotional danger of work in which identity and income are inseparable. Charley
neither mocks Willy nor approves of his choices.

Linda’s final words are devastating because the house has finally been paid for. The family achieves
ownership when Willy can no longer inhabit the home. Her inability to cry at first reflects shock,
exhaustion, and the unreality of his absence, not indifference.

Symbols That Organize the Tragedy

Miller reinforces the dramatic stages through recurring objects. Stockings connect Willy’s affair to
Linda’s labor and financial sacrifice. The rubber hose signals concealed suicide attempts and the
family’s refusal to speak directly. The flute evokes Willy’s father and an alternative history of craft
and movement, while the recorder in Howard's office represents a technological future fascinated by
novelty but indifferent to an aging employee. The car promises mobility and status, then becomes the
instrument of death.

Seeds are the most concentrated symbol. Willy wants to leave something that will grow, but the
surrounding buildings block the sun. His failure to cultivate the garden parallels his failure to cultivate
honest relationships. Nevertheless, the desire to plant shows that he is not motivated only by vanity;
he wants to provide. The tragedy lies in converting that desire into an insurance calculation instead of
accepting the living love Biff offers.
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Conclusion

Biff Breaks the Cycle while Happy Repeats It

Biff concludes that Willy had the wrong dreams and never understood who he was. He intends to
leave the competitive business world and pursue work aligned with his own sense of self. This choice
is not automatically romantic or economically easy, but it represents a break from the demand to
perform greatness.

Happy responds differently. He promises to continue Willy’s struggle and prove that his father did not
die in vain. Because Happy retains the language of winning, personality, and conquest, he is
positioned to repeat the pattern. The brothers therefore embody two possible legacies: truth that
accepts limitation, and denial that converts tragedy into renewed ambition.

Death of a Salesman remains powerful because it joins personal responsibility with structural
criticism. Willy is harmed by ageism, insecure work, consumer pressure, and a culture of competitive
masculinity. He also lies, betrays Linda, teaches distorted values, refuses practical help, and burdens
Biff with an impossible identity. Miller’s tragedy does not require choosing between society and
character. It shows how a destructive social dream becomes fatal when a person makes it the sole
foundation of love and self-worth.
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