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Introduction

Arthur Miller’'s Death of a Salesman presents the tragedy of Willy Loman, an aging traveling salesman
who struggles to reconcile his dreams of success with the disappointing reality of his life. The play
focuses on Willy’s internal conflict, his troubled relationships with his wife and sons, and his inability
to accept that his beliefs about popularity and success have failed him. Although the play is set within
the Loman family’s home, its concerns extend beyond one household. Miller uses Willy’s experience
to examine social expectations, economic insecurity, family pressure, personal dignity, and the
American Dream.

The characters are not presented as simple heroes or villains. Willy is often selfish, dishonest, and
emotionally harmful, yet he is also exhausted, frightened, and deeply concerned about leaving
something valuable to his family. Biff frequently confronts his father, but his anger grows out of
disappointment and a desire for honesty. Linda protects Willy because she recognizes his emotional
suffering, while Happy imitates many of his father’'s weakest qualities. This complexity encourages
the audience to become emotionally invested in the characters rather than dismissing them as
caricatures.

The play’s dramatic power comes from the way Miller combines domestic realism with memories,
imagined conversations, symbolic images, repeated phrases, and abrupt shifts in time. As the
Kennedy Center explains, the drama examines both the pursuit of success and disillusionment with
the American Dream. This analysis evaluates the play’s tone, characterization, climax, language,
imagery, point of view, allegorical dimensions, irony, themes, and symbolism. It argues that Willy
himself becomes one of the greatest obstacles to his happiness because he repeatedly chooses
illusion over self-knowledge.

Tone

The tone of the play centers on the internal conflicts experienced by the characters and the different
ways in which they attempt to manage those conflicts. Its dominant tone is tragic, tense, and
emotionally unsettled. From the opening scene, Willy appears physically exhausted and
psychologically disturbed. He returns from a sales trip because he can no longer concentrate on
driving, but he refuses to accept the seriousness of his condition. His exhaustion immediately
establishes a sense of approaching danger.

The tone repeatedly shifts between hope and despair. During Willy’s memories, the younger Loman
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family appears energetic and confident. Biff is admired as a promising football player, Happy seeks
his father’s approval, and Willy imagines that his professional relationships will guarantee financial
success. These scenes initially appear warm and optimistic. However, the optimism is weakened by
the audience’s knowledge that the family’s dreams have not been fulfilled.

The tone becomes more painful because Willy continues to describe himself and his sons in
exaggerated terms. He wants to believe that success is always about to arrive. His confidence,
however, is repeatedly interrupted by insecurity, financial difficulty, and memories of past mistakes.
Carpenter (2008) observes that Willy can irritate audiences as strongly as he moves them because his
dishonesty and emotional vulnerability exist together.

Miller also creates a compassionate tone. The audience may disapprove of Willy’s behavior without
viewing him as entirely evil. Linda’s insistence that Willy deserves attention reminds the family and
the audience that a person’s economic failure does not eliminate his humanity. The tone therefore
moves beyond condemnation. It asks the audience to examine how fear, pride, social pressure, and
disappointment can gradually damage an ordinary person.

Setting and Characterization

The setting and characterization provide information about how success and failure should be viewed
from different perspectives. Most of the action occurs in the Loman family’s home in Brooklyn. The
house was once surrounded by open land and trees, but apartment buildings now tower over it. This
physical environment reflects Willy’s emotional condition. He feels trapped by the city, the demands
of business, and the consequences of choices that cannot be reversed.

The house is also important because it is both a place of security and a reminder of failure. Willy has
spent many years paying for it, yet by the time the final payment is due, the family’s happiness has
largely disappeared. The home appears fragile beneath the surrounding buildings, just as Willy’s
identity appears fragile beneath economic and social pressure.

Grene (2014) describes Death of a Salesman as a drama of two interiors: the physical interior of the
house and the psychological interior of Willy’s mind. The stage can move fluidly from the present into
Willy’s memories, while the surrounding city remains visible as a sign of social pressure. The setting
therefore does more than identify where the action takes place. It allows the audience to enter Willy’s
unstable consciousness.

The characters are not constructed as caricatures. Willy is a deeply flawed protagonist, but his
weaknesses are recognizably human. He exaggerates his importance, avoids responsibility, and
pressures his sons to satisfy his ambitions. Nevertheless, he also works for decades, worries about his
family, and fears becoming worthless.

Linda is characterized by loyalty and emotional endurance. She understands Willy’s decline more

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 2



@ ’ACADEMIC

clearly than her sons do, but her desire to protect him sometimes prevents her from confronting the
illusions that harm the family. Biff is initially presented through Willy’s memory as a confident and
popular athlete. As an adult, however, he is uncertain about his future and resentful of the
expectations placed upon him. Happy appears more socially successful than Biff, but he remains
emotionally empty and dishonest. Through these contrasting characters, Miller shows that outward
confidence does not necessarily represent genuine success.

Climax

The climax of the play communicates the importance of recognizing mistakes and confronting the
truth. Several scenes build toward the tragedy, including Willy’s dismissal by Howard, Biff’s failed
meeting with Bill Oliver, and the disastrous restaurant encounter. However, the strongest dramatic
climax occurs during the final confrontation between Willy and Biff at the Loman home.

Biff attempts to force his father to abandon the fantasy that they are exceptional men destined for
greatness. He admits that he has failed in business and has even stolen from employers. Instead of
presenting himself as a future success, he acknowledges his limitations. He tells Willy, “I'm a dime a
dozen, and so are you!” (Miller, 1949/1998, Act 2).

This statement attacks the foundation of Willy’s identity. Willy cannot accept ordinariness because he
has spent his life believing that the Loman family is superior to others. Biff, however, no longer uses
ordinariness as an insult. For him, accepting that he is an ordinary person offers freedom. He can
finally stop chasing a career that he does not want.

The scene also shows how self-centeredness can leave a person isolated. Willy interprets Biff's
emotional breakdown as proof that his son loves and admires him. He fails to understand that Biff is
asking to be released from the false dream imposed upon him. Instead of learning from the
confrontation, Willy transforms it into another fantasy. He concludes that his death and insurance
payment will give Biff the financial beginning needed to become successful.

Willy’s suicide follows the climax and completes the tragedy. He believes that his death will
demonstrate his value, produce a large funeral, and leave his family financially secure. The Requiem
reveals the failure of this reasoning. Few people attend the funeral, and Biff recognizes that Willy
pursued the wrong dream.

Rhyme Scheme and Dramatic Rhythm

The original idea of a “rhyme scheme” requires clarification because Death of a Salesman is primarily
a prose drama rather than a poem. It does not follow a formal pattern of end rhymes. Nevertheless,
the play possesses a carefully controlled rhythm created through repeated words, unfinished
sentences, interruptions, music, changes in tone, and movements between past and present.
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This dramatic rhythm shows that Willy himself is one of the greatest obstacles to his success.
Whenever another character presents an uncomfortable truth, Willy interrupts, contradicts, or
changes the subject. His speech moves quickly between confidence and doubt. He may boast about
his popularity and then admit that people do not seem to respond positively to him.

The rhythms of the conversations also reveal the relationships among the characters. Willy and Biff
often speak over one another because neither feels understood. Linda’s speech tends to be more
patient and organized because she tries to stabilize the household. Happy frequently uses
enthusiastic language but rarely says anything emotionally honest.

Music also contributes to the play’s rhythm. The sound of the flute is associated with Willy’s father
and with a past connected to movement, craftsmanship, and the natural world. The recurring music
gives the drama a lyrical quality even though its dialogue does not use a conventional rhyme scheme.

Personification and Humanization

Personification normally occurs when human characteristics are given to an object, animal, or
abstract concept. Willy is therefore not technically a personification in the ordinary literary sense.
However, he may be understood as a representative figure who embodies the dangers of a distorted
understanding of success.

Willy is not the personification of evil. Instead, he comes across as someone who needs help, honesty,
and guidance. He becomes harmful because he refuses to examine himself. His tragedy grows from
his belief that personality and appearance are more important than discipline, education, or self-
awareness.

His advice to his sons reveals this mistaken philosophy: “Be liked and you will never want” (Miller,
1949/1998, Act 1). Willy believes that attractiveness and popularity naturally lead to success. He
therefore excuses Biff’s academic failures and minor acts of theft because Biff appears confident and
well liked.

Miller’s treatment of Willy reflects his belief that ordinary people can become tragic figures. In
“Tragedy and the Common Man,” Miller (1949) argues that “the common man is as apt a subject for
tragedy” as traditional kings and nobles. Willy’s ordinary social position does not make his suffering
insignificant. Instead, his ordinariness makes the play more relevant because audiences can
recognize his fears about employment, aging, family, and personal value.

Repetition, Dashes, and Pauses

Repetition occurs throughout the narrative and emphasizes both internal and family conflict. Willy
repeatedly speaks about being “well liked,” making money, becoming important, and achieving
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greatness. These repeated ideas reveal that he has built his identity around a narrow definition of
success.

The conflict is also repeated across generations. Willy felt abandoned by his father and later by his
successful brother, Ben. He then creates emotional instability for his own sons. Biff feels betrayed
when he discovers Willy’s affair, while Happy continues repeating Willy’s dishonesty and shallow
pursuit of approval. The same problems reappear because the family rarely discusses them truthfully.

Miller also uses dashes, pauses, interruptions, and incomplete statements. These features should not
be treated merely as punctuation choices. They provide instructions about emotion and performance.
A dash may show that a speaker has been interrupted, has changed direction, or cannot complete a
painful thought. A pause can reveal fear, embarrassment, or suppressed knowledge.

The characters frequently interrupt each other during arguments because they are defending their
own versions of reality. Willy’s broken speech reflects his mental confusion, while Biff's increasingly
direct language demonstrates his movement toward honesty. The punctuation therefore helps
dramatize the conflict rather than simply describing it.

Imagery

The play contains powerful imagery, particularly in its contrast between the city and the natural
world. The surrounding apartment buildings create an image of confinement. Willy remembers a time
when there were trees and open spaces near the family home, but urban development has removed
those features. The city represents commercial pressure, competition, and the loss of personal
freedom.

By contrast, the countryside represents the life Biff genuinely desires. Biff feels alive when he works
outdoors with animals and the land, but he feels ashamed because Willy has taught him to regard
such work as unsuccessful. The conflict between urban business and outdoor labor reflects the larger
conflict between Willy’s dream and Biff’s true identity.

The image of seeds is particularly powerful. Near the end of the play, Willy attempts to plant seeds
even though the surrounding buildings prevent sufficient sunlight from reaching the garden. His effort
represents his fear that he has failed to produce anything lasting. He wants evidence that his life and
fatherhood have been productive.

The stage setting strengthens this imagery by allowing the home and the city to represent both social
reality and Willy’s psychological condition. Grene (2014) notes that the fluid home dissolves into
Willy’s memories while the high-rise buildings remain looming behind it. The audience therefore sees
Willy’s private crisis within the larger environment that helped shape it.
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Point of View

Although the play is not narrated in the first person, much of its action is presented through Willy’s
point of view. The audience moves between the present and the past according to his memories and
emotional associations. A word, sound, person, or object may transport him into an earlier period
without a conventional scene change.

This structure provides insight into Willy’'s emotional turmoil and his refusal to accept reality. The
memories are not neutral historical records. They are shaped by regret, desire, guilt, and self-
deception. Willy remembers Biff as a confident young athlete because that version of his son supports
his idealized image of the family.

The play was initially associated with the title The Inside of His Head, which reflects its concern with
Willy’s consciousness. Grene (2014) explains that the drama combines domestic realism with
expressionistic techniques that bring the audience into Willy’s memories and psychological instability.

However, Willy’s point of view is not the only perspective. Biff, Linda, Charley, Bernard, and Happy
provide alternative interpretations of events. Charley views work practically, Bernard demonstrates
the value of study and discipline, and Biff eventually rejects the family’s false ambitions. These
perspectives allow the audience to recognize truths that Willy cannot accept.

Allegory

Allegory is not exactly a theme; it is a method through which characters, events, or objects may
represent broader ideas. Death of a Salesman is not a strict allegory in which every character has one
fixed meaning. Nevertheless, it possesses important allegorical dimensions.

Willy can be interpreted as representing the ordinary worker who measures his value through income,
reputation, and professional recognition. His failure reflects the danger of a society that encourages
people to market their personalities as if they were products. Miller reportedly summarized the
salesman’s condition through the idea that a salesman sells not only goods but also himself.

Willy’s dependence on Biff’s football success also has an allegorical function. The young Biff
represents promise without preparation. His popularity, appearance, and athletic ability convince
Willy that future success is guaranteed. However, Biff fails mathematics, loses his opportunity to
attend university, and becomes emotionally damaged by discovering his father’s affair.

Willy attributes many failures to other people or unfortunate circumstances because doing so protects
his self-image. His excuses become representative of a broader human tendency to avoid
responsibility when reality threatens a cherished identity.
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lrony

The greatest irony in the play is that Willy believes popularity and attractiveness are the most
important qualities for success, yet his life demonstrates the weakness of that belief. He presents
himself as widely admired, but his employer dismisses him once he is no longer profitable. The
business relationships that Willy considers personal are ultimately shown to be transactional.

Another irony appears in the contrast between Biff and Bernard. Willy dismisses Bernard as
unimpressive because he is serious, quiet, and academically focused. Biff appears more likely to
succeed because he is athletic and popular. As adults, however, Bernard becomes a successful
lawyer, while Biff remains uncertain and financially unstable.

The funeral creates the play’s most painful irony. Willy admires the story of the salesman Dave
Singleman, whose funeral was supposedly attended by many buyers and business associates. Willy
imagines that his own funeral will prove that he was loved and respected. In reality, very few people
attend.

His suicide is also tragically ironic. Willy dies because he believes the insurance money will rescue
Biff. However, Biff does not want to become the businessman his father imagines. Willy sacrifices his
life to support a dream that his son has already rejected.

Theme

The play contains several interconnected themes, including self-centeredness, bitterness, family
conflict, abandonment, dignity, self-deception, and the American Dream. One of its strongest
messages is that people must understand their problems rather than continually escaping from them.

The American Dream is central to Willy’s tragedy. He interprets it as a guarantee that charm,
confidence, and personal connections will produce wealth. The play does not necessarily argue that
ambition itself is wrong. Instead, it criticizes a version of ambition that ignores ability, effort, honesty,
and personal fulfillment. The Kennedy Center similarly describes the play as an exploration of the
struggle for success and disappointment with the American Dream.

Self-deception is equally important. Willy lies about his earnings, his popularity, Biff's prospects, and
his own emotional condition. Biff also lies and steals, while Happy exaggerates his career and
relationships. The family’s problems grow because every member participates in some form of
avoidance.

The play also explores abandonment. Willy was abandoned by his father and feels that he missed the
opportunity to follow Ben into wealth. Biff feels emotionally abandoned when he discovers Willy’s
infidelity. Willy later experiences abandonment by the company he served for many years.
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The theme of dignity connects these conflicts. Willy’s desire for respect is understandable, but he
mistakenly assumes that dignity must come from professional status and public admiration. The play
suggests that self-knowledge, responsibility, and honest relationships provide a more stable
foundation for human worth.

Symbolism

The play uses several important symbols. One of its most interesting symbolic ideas is that Willy
functions as both the protagonist and a major source of opposition. There is no single conventional
antagonist responsible for destroying him. Economic conditions, his employer, family conflict, and
social expectations contribute to his suffering, but his refusal to accept reality intensifies each
problem.

The seeds symbolize Willy’s need to produce something that will survive him. His inability to grow
them reflects his fear that he has failed both professionally and as a father. The surrounding buildings
prevent the seeds from receiving light, suggesting that both personal error and social conditions limit
his hopes.

Stockings symbolize guilt and betrayal. Willy gives new stockings to the woman with whom he has an
affair while Linda repairs her old ones at home. Whenever Willy sees Linda mending stockings, he
remembers his betrayal and angrily tells her to stop.

Diamonds symbolize the wealth and certainty Willy associates with Ben. Ben enters the jungle and
leaves rich, creating an image of immediate and masculine success. Willy’s own career produces no
comparable reward, so the diamonds represent both his dream and his sense of failure.

The flute symbolizes Willy’s father, the natural world, and a life outside modern business. Its music
links Willy to a past that appears freer and more meaningful. The car is also symbolic. It represents
mobility and professional identity, but it gradually becomes associated with exhaustion, failed suicide
attempts, and death.

These symbols make Willy emotionally understandable even when his actions push the audience
away from him. The audience may sympathize with his need for dignity while criticizing the beliefs
and decisions that destroy his relationships.

Conclusion

Death of a Salesman is a powerful examination of internal conflict, family relationships, self-
deception, and the pursuit of success. Its tragic tone allows the audience to see Willy as a flawed but
human character rather than as an evil figure. The setting reflects his psychological confinement,
while the fluid movement between memory and reality places the audience inside his troubled mind.
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The climax shows Biff attempting to confront the family’s false beliefs, but Willy remains unable to
learn fully from his mistakes. The play does not employ a conventional rhyme scheme, yet its
repetitions, interruptions, music, dashes, and pauses create a strong dramatic rhythm. Its imagery
contrasts the city with nature, while its symbols—including seeds, stockings, diamonds, the flute, the
house, and the car—deepen its central concerns.

The most important conflict is not simply between Willy and his family or between the individual and
society. It is also the conflict within Willy himself. He wants love but often behaves in ways that
damage his relationships. He wants dignity but bases his value on public approval. He wants Biff to
succeed but refuses to recognize what Biff genuinely wants.

Willy is therefore both the protagonist of the play and one of the principal obstacles to his own peace.
His tragedy demonstrates that ambition without self-knowledge can become destructive. Miller
ultimately suggests that people must confront their limitations, take responsibility for their choices,
and distinguish their authentic desires from dreams imposed by society or family.
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