
death of a salesman context
Death of a Salesman is a seminal work in American theater that explores the
life of Willy Loman, a struggling salesman who grapples with the harsh
realities of his life and the American Dream. Written by Arthur Miller in
1949, the play is set against the backdrop of post-World War II America, a
time of significant economic growth and changing social values. This article
delves into the context surrounding Death of a Salesman, examining the
historical, social, and economic factors that shaped its creation and the
themes it explores.

Historical Context

Post-World War II America

After World War II, the United States experienced a period of unprecedented
economic prosperity. Soldiers returning from war contributed to a booming
economy, leading to increased consumerism, suburban expansion, and a rise in
the standard of living for many Americans. However, beneath this façade of
prosperity lay significant tensions and disillusionment.

- Economic Boom: The post-war economy saw the rise of corporations and an
increase in consumer goods. This created a culture that emphasized success
and material wealth.
- Suburbanization: Many families moved to suburban neighborhoods, seeking the
ideal American life characterized by home ownership and family.
- Social Changes: The period also marked the beginning of the civil rights
movement, questioning traditional values and leading to greater social
awareness and activism.

The American Dream

The concept of the American Dream, which suggests that anyone can achieve
success and prosperity through hard work and determination, is central to
Death of a Salesman. Willy Loman embodies the pursuit of this dream, yet his
tragic failure highlights the disillusionment many faced during this time.

- Definition: The American Dream is often associated with the idea of
achieving success, wealth, and happiness through individual effort.
- Critique: Miller critiques this dream by illustrating how it can lead to
unrealistic expectations and ultimately, despair.



Social Context

Class and Capitalism

Death of a Salesman presents a critical view of capitalism and its impact on
individual lives. Willy Loman's struggles exemplify the vulnerability of the
average worker in a capitalist society, where success is often measured by
wealth and status.

- Working-Class Struggles: Willy represents the working class, whose hard
work does not guarantee success. His constant striving for achievement leads
to his eventual downfall.
- Materialism: The play critiques the materialistic values of society,
suggesting that the relentless pursuit of wealth can lead to personal and
familial disintegration.

Family Dynamics

The Loman family is central to the narrative of Death of a Salesman, and
their relationships reflect broader societal issues, including expectations,
failures, and the quest for identity. Willy's relationships with his sons,
Biff and Happy, illustrate the complexities of familial bonds in the face of
societal pressures.

- Parental Expectations: Willy's dreams for Biff create tension, as Biff
struggles to meet his father's expectations while trying to forge his own
identity.
- Disillusionment: The play highlights the generational conflict, where the
dreams of one generation do not necessarily align with the realities faced by
the next.

Literary Context

Influences on Arthur Miller

Arthur Miller was influenced by several literary movements and playwrights
that preceded him. His work reflects themes of realism and existentialism, as
well as a deep concern for social issues.

- Realism: Miller's characters are grounded in reality, showcasing the
struggles of ordinary individuals. This contrasts with the more idealized
characters often found in earlier American literature.



- Existentialism: The play grapples with existential themes, including
identity, purpose, and the absurdity of life, which were highly relevant in
the post-war context.

Symbolism in Death of a Salesman

Miller employs various symbols throughout Death of a Salesman to enhance the
play's themes and underscore Willy Loman's struggles.

- The American Dream: Willy's constant references to success and his fixation
on being well-liked symbolize the elusive nature of the American Dream.
- Seeds: Willy's attempts to plant seeds represent his desire to leave a
legacy and achieve growth, both personally and financially.
- The Car: The automobile symbolizes Willy’s aspirations and failures. His
car becomes a vehicle for his dreams but ultimately represents his downfall.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, Death of a Salesman received both acclaim and criticism. It
won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1949 and continues to be regarded as one
of the greatest American plays.

Acclaim

- Impact on Theater: The play revolutionized American theater by combining
realism with deep psychological exploration and social critique.
- Cultural Relevance: Its themes of disillusionment, identity, and the
pursuit of success resonate with audiences, making it a timeless piece.

Criticism

Despite its acclaim, Death of a Salesman faced criticism for its portrayal of
masculinity and the American Dream.

- Gender Roles: Some critics argue that the play reinforces traditional
gender roles, particularly through Willy's expectations of his sons and his
wife, Linda.
- Idealization of Failure: Others contend that the play romanticizes Willy's
failure and the notion of the tragic hero, questioning whether it offers a
constructive critique of society.



Conclusion

Death of a Salesman serves as a poignant exploration of the American Dream,
class struggles, and the complexities of family dynamics in a rapidly
changing society. Arthur Miller's masterful writing and deep understanding of
social issues make this play a critical commentary on the human condition and
the pursuit of success. Its historical, social, and literary contexts enrich
the narrative, providing audiences with a profound reflection on the
challenges of life and the often harsh realities that accompany the quest for
fulfillment. As we continue to grapple with similar themes in contemporary
society, the relevance of Death of a Salesman remains undeniable, cementing
its status as a cornerstone of American theater.

Frequently Asked Questions

What historical context influenced Arthur Miller
when writing 'Death of a Salesman'?
Arthur Miller wrote 'Death of a Salesman' in 1949, a time marked by post-
World War II economic expansion in the United States, which created a strong
middle class but also raised questions about the American Dream's
attainability.

How does the American Dream theme manifest in 'Death
of a Salesman'?
The American Dream is central to 'Death of a Salesman', as Willy Loman's
relentless pursuit of success and social status ultimately leads to his
downfall, reflecting the disillusionment many faced in post-war America.

What role does family dynamics play in the context
of 'Death of a Salesman'?
Family dynamics are crucial in 'Death of a Salesman', as Willy's
relationships with his wife Linda and sons Biff and Happy reveal the impact
of his dreams and failures on their lives, illustrating the strain between
personal aspirations and familial responsibilities.

In what ways does 'Death of a Salesman' address
mental health issues?
The play explores Willy Loman's deteriorating mental health, showcasing
symptoms of depression and anxiety as he grapples with his perceived
failures, reflecting the broader societal neglect of mental health during the
mid-20th century.



How does the concept of success differ between Willy
and Biff in 'Death of a Salesman'?
Willy equates success with financial wealth and popularity, while Biff
ultimately seeks personal fulfillment and authenticity, representing a
generational shift in understanding what it means to be successful.

What is the significance of the play's setting in
relation to its themes?
The play is set in a cramped Brooklyn home, symbolizing the suffocation of
Willy's dreams and aspirations, contrasting with the vastness of the American
landscape he longs for, which highlights the gap between reality and
ambition.

How does Arthur Miller use symbolism in 'Death of a
Salesman'?
Miller employs various symbols, such as the seeds that Willy plants to
represent his hopes for growth and legacy, and the rubber hose, which
symbolizes his desperation and suicidal tendencies, enhancing the play's
themes of failure and despair.

What impact did 'Death of a Salesman' have on
American theater?
The play revolutionized American theater by blending realism with
expressionism, breaking traditional narrative structures and paving the way
for more complex characters and themes that address societal issues.

How does the use of flashbacks contribute to the
narrative of 'Death of a Salesman'?
Flashbacks in 'Death of a Salesman' allow the audience to witness Willy's
memories and regrets, creating a deeper understanding of his character and
the events that shaped his present, emphasizing the theme of time and its
effects on perception.
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