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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF
ARTHUR MILLER'S
MASTERPIECE

F e w  p l a y s  h a v e
resonated  as  deeply
with  audiences  and
critics as A Death of a
Salesman ,  Arthur
M i l l e r ' s  t r a g i c
masterp iece  f rom
1949. While the title is
of ten  rendered  as
"Death of a Salesman,"
the phrasing A Death
o f  a  S a l e s m a n
reminds  us  that  Willy
Loman's  story  is  not
j u s t  o n e  m a n ' s
d o w n f a l l ,  b u t  a

universal exploration of
failure,  ambition,  and
the  elusive  American
Dream.  For  decades,
this  work  has  been
required  reading  in
c lass rooms  and  a
s tap le  o f  thea te r
stages  worldwide.  Its
themes  of  identity,
family conflict,  and the
crushing  weight  of
societal  expectations
r e m a i n  p a i n f u l l y
relevant. In this article,
we  wil l  explore  the
play's plot, characters,
critical analysis, and its
continued  influence  on
literature  and  culture.
Whether  you  are  a
student  studying  the
text for the first time or
a  seasoned  theater
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lover  revisiting  the
Lomans' tragedy, there
is  always  something
new  to  uncover  in  A
D e a t h  o f  a
Salesman .

THE PLOT IN
BRIEF: A DAY IN
THE LIFE OF WILLY
LOMAN

The  play  unfolds  over
24 hours in the life of
W i l l y  L o m a n ,  a
traveling  salesman  in
h i s  s i x t i e s .  T h e
n a r r a t i v e  s h i f t s
between  present-day
events  and  Wil ly 's
memories,  blending
r e a l i t y  w i t h
hallucination. The story
beg ins  w i th  Wi l l y
r e t u r n i n g  h o m e
exhausted  f rom  a
failed business trip. His
wife Linda urges him to
ask  their  boss  for  a
non-traveling  job,  but
Wil ly  is  too  proud.
Their  sons,  Biff  and
Happy, are home for a

visit,  and  the  family
tens ion  escalates
rapidly.
Biff, once a high school
football star, now drifts
through life, unable to
find his footing. Happy,
the  younger  son,  is  a
womanizer  desperate
f o r  h i s  p a r e n t s '
approval.  As  the  day
progresses,  Willy's
m e n t a l  s t a t e
deteriorates. He relives
conversations  with  his
long-dead brother Ben,
who  became  rich  in
Africa, contrasting with
Willy's  own  modest
success.  The  climax
occurs  in  a  flashback
where  Biff  discovers
Willy's  infidelity,
s h a t t e r i n g  h i s
admirat ion  for  h is
father.  In the present,
Biff  confronts  Willy
about  their  shared
delusions, leading to a
violent  argument.
Unable  to  face  the
reality  of  his  failures,
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Willy  commits  suicide
by  dr iv ing  his  car,
hoping  the  insurance
money  will  give  Biff  a
fresh  start.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
TRAGIC FIGURES
OF THE LOMAN
FAMILY

Willy
Loman:
The
Everyma
n
Antihero
W i l l y  i s  t h e
quintessential  tragic
figure of A Death of a
Salesman. He is not a
great  man  who  falls
from  a  high  place;

rather, he is a common
man  whose  dreams
crumble  under  the
weight  of  a  ruthless
economic  system.
Miller intended Willy to
represent  the  "little
man" whose tragedy is
that  society  never
recognized  his  worth.
Willy's  obsession  with
being  "well-liked"  as
the  key  to  success
r e v e a l s  h i s
misunderstanding  of
the world. He confuses
p o p u l a r i t y  w i t h
a c h i e v e m e n t ,  a
delusion passed to his
sons.  His  tragic  flaw  is
n o t  p r i d e ,  b u t  a
pathological  refusal  to
accept  real i ty .  He
destroys  himself  to
leave a legacy, yet his
d e a t h  i s  l i k e l y
m e a n i n g l e s s — t h e
insurance  money  may
not even arrive.
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Linda
Loman:
The
Unseen

Pillar
L i n d a  i s  o f t e n
described  as  Willy's
" a n c h o r . "  S h e  i s
fiercely  loyal,
constantly  mediating
between  Wil ly  and
their  sons.  Yet  she  is
complicit  in  Willy's
delusions,  protecting
his  fragile  ego  at  all
costs. Her famous line,
"Attention  must  be
paid," is a plea for the
world  to  recognize
Willy's humanity, even
as  he  fa i l s .  L inda
represents  the  silent
suffering  of  those  who
e n a b l e  t h e  s e l f -
destruction  of  loved

ones.  She  knows  the
truth  about  Wil ly's
suicide  attempts  but
chooses  not  to  force
him to face it.

Biff
Loman:
The Lost
Son
Seeking
Truth
Biff  is  the  character
who  undergoes  the
g r e a t e s t
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .
I n i t i a l l y ,  h e  i s  a
c o n f u s e d
kleptomaniac,  unable
to  hold  a  job.  By  the
end,  he  achieves  a
tragic  clarity:  "I  know
who  I  am,  k id!"  He
rejects the false values
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his father imposed and
c h o o s e s  t o  l i v e
honestly,  even  if  that
m e a n s  b e i n g  a
common  worker.  His
journey  from  idolizing
Wi l ly  to  re ject ing
him—and  finally  loving
him  as  a  flawed
h u m a n — i s  t h e
emotional  core  of  the
play.

Happy
Loman:
The Echo
of the
Father
Happy,  the  younger
son,  never  awakens
from  the  dream.  He
c o p i e s  W i l l y ' s
womanizing  and  his
empty  boasts  about
success.  Happy  will
likely  repeat  Willy's

cycle,  forever  chasing
a  v e r s i o n  o f  t h e
American  Dream  that
i s  h o l l o w .  H e  i s  a
cautionary  figure,
showing what happens
when  one  refuses  to
learn from tragedy.

MAJOR THEMES IN
A DEATH OF A
SALESMAN

The American
Dream: The play
is a scathing
critique of the
belief that
anyone can
achieve success
through hard
work and charm.
Willy is a victim
of this myth,
believing that
being "well-liked"
automatically
leads to
prosperity. The
reality is that the
system exploits
salesmen like
him, discarding
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them when they
are no longer
useful.
Reality vs.
Illusion: Willy
constantly
retreats into his
memories,
rewriting the
past to avoid
present failures.
The Lomans, as a
family, construct
a web of lies to
protect
themselves.
Truth only
emerges in
painful bursts,
such as Biff's
confrontation at
the end.
Family and
Betrayal: Biff's
discovery of
Willy's affair
destroys the
trust between
them. Willy's
brothers are
absent, and his
own father left

him as a child.
The Loman
household is built
on secrets and
unspoken
resentments.
Death and
Legacy: Willy
believes his
death will secure
Biff's future. The
play questions
whether any
legacy built on
lies is worth
preserving.
Willy's suicide is
both a final act of
love and a final
act of delusion.
Masculinity
and Success:
Willy equates
success with
being a provider,
a "big shot." His
inability to
provide for his
family
emasculates him
in his own eyes.
Biff finds



A Death Of A Salesman 7

7

freedom in
rejecting this
narrow definition
of manhood.

CRITICAL
ANALYSIS AND
HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

When  A  Death  of  a
Salesman  premiered
on Broadway in  1949,
it  was  a  sensation.
Director Elia Kazan and
playwright Arthur Miller
had created something
unprecedented:  a
tragedy  set  in  the
everyday world of post-
war  America.  Critics
immediately  drew
comparisons  to  Greek
tragedies,  with  Willy
Loman  as  a  modern
Oedipus. Miller himself
wrote  an  essay  titled
"T ragedy  and  the
Common Man," arguing
that the common man
is as worthy a subject
for  tragedy  as  kings.

This was a radical idea
at the time.
The  play  also  reflects
the  anxieties  of  the
late 1940s: the rise of
consumer  culture,  the
pressure  to  conform,
and the fear of failure
in a booming economy.
Willy's world is one of
mortgage  payments,
installment  plans,  and
a  boss  who  doesn't
know his  name.  Miller
drew  from  his  own
experiences—his father
lost  his  coat  business
d u r i n g  t h e  G r e a t
Depression—and  from
the stories of traveling
salesmen he met. The
result  is  a  work  that
fee ls  both  deep ly
p e r s o n a l  a n d
universally symbolic.
Some critics argue that
t h e  p l a y  i s  t o o
sentimental  or  that
Willy's  tragedy is  self-
inflicted  rather  than
societal.  Others  praise
it  for  giving  voice  to
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the silent  struggles  of
the  working  class.
Regardless,  A  Death
of  a  Salesman  won
the  Pulitzer  Prize  for
Drama  and  the  Tony
Award for Best Play. It
has  been  rev ived
countless  times,  with
actors  l ike  Dust in
Hoffman,  Brian
Dennehy,  and  Philip
Seymour  Hoffman
bringing  Willy  to  life.

LITERARY DEVICES
AND STYLISTIC
CHOICES

Miller  employs  several
powerful techniques to
deepen  the  impact  of
the story:

Expressionism
and Realism:
The play blends
realistic dialogue
with
expressionist
staging. The set
often shows the
Loman house

transparently, so
we see
characters in
different rooms
simultaneously.
The music of a
flute symbolizes
Willy's
father—and by
extension, the
lost pastoral
past.
Flashbacks and
Memory: The
nonlinear
timeline mirrors
Willy's fractured
mind. We jump
from the present
to 15 years
earlier without
warning, forcing
the audience to
share his
disorientation.
Symbols: Seeds
represent Willy's
desperate need
to leave
something
tangible.
Stockings are a
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symbol of
betrayal (he
gave them to his
mistress while
Linda mended
her own). The
house itself, once
surrounded by
open fields, now
hemmed in by
apartment
buildings,
symbolizes the
loss of freedom
and space.
Requiem: The
final scene, titled
"Requiem," is a
funeral where
only family and
Charley, the
neighbor, attend.
It underscores
the emptiness of
Willy's life.
Charley's speech,
"A salesman is
got to dream,
boy," is both a
defense and an
indictment.

RELEVANCE
TODAY: WHY A
DEATH OF A
SALESMAN STILL
MATTERS

I n  a n  a g e  o f  g i g
economy,  downsizing,
and  constant  hustle
culture,  Willy  Loman's
struggles  feel  current.
Many  workers  today
identify with his fear of
being fired,  his  anxiety
about  aging,  and  his
s e n s e  o f  b e i n g
replaceable.  The  play
also touches on mental
h e a l t h :  W i l l y ' s
hallucinations  and
suicidal  ideation  are
portrayed  with  painful
honesty. While therapy
and  antidepressants
were  not  part  of  his
world, we recognize his
need for help.
Moreover,  the  play
raises questions about
the  cost  of  chasing
success.  Social  media
often sells a version of
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the  American  Dream
that is as deceptive as
Willy's  beliefs.  Biff's
final  realization—that
he  is  worth  nothing
more  than  his  honest
self—is a revolutionary
message for  a society
obsessed  with  status.
As  we  grapple  with
economic  inequality
and  the  shr ink ing
middle class, A Death
o f  a  S a l e s m a n
remains  a  crucial  text
for  understanding  the
h u m a n  t o l l  o f
capital ism.

CONCLUSION: THE
FINAL SALE

A  D e a t h  o f  a
Salesman is far more
than  a  play  about  a
failed salesman. It is an
investigation into what
happens when a man's
dreams  are  built  on
sand,  when  love  is
measured  by  dollars,
and  when  the  only

e s c a p e  i s  s e l f -
destruction.  Arthur
Miller gave us a story
that is heartbreakingly
real,  yet  filled  with
moments  of  brutal
honesty  and  even
hope.  Biff's  liberation
at  the  end  suggests
that  while  Willy  could
not  break  free,  the
next generation might.
The play challenges us
to  examine  our  own
dreams: Are they ours,
or were they sold to us
by  society?  In  asking
that  question,  Willy
Loman's  sacrifice—a
d e a t h  o f  a
salesman—becomes  a
warning that resonates
through  generations.
Whether  read  in  a
classroom  or  watched
o n  a  s t a g e ,  t h e
Lomans'  tragedy  will
continue  to  "demand
attention,"  as  Linda
might say, for as long
a s  w e  c h a s e  t h e
impossible  dream.


