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This research critically examines the impact of false ideals on the central characters in Arthur 

Miller’s Death of a Salesman. The paper employs a qualitative method that includes close reading 

and thematic analysis. The study reassesses themes of disillusionment, the American Dream, and 

the consequences of pursuing unattainable aspirations. The findings reveal that the characters’ 

adherence to these false ideals leads to significant emotional distress and fractured familial rela-

tionships. The analysis highlights how societal pressures shape individual identities and contrib-

ute to the characters’ tragic downfalls, particularly through Willy Loman's misguided beliefs in 

popularity and material success. This research offers new ideas about why the play still matters 

today. It shows that Miller’s work warns us about focusing too much on looks instead of real 

happiness. The findings suggest we should rethink our current values and how they affect our 

mental health and family life. 
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1. Introduction 

Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman provides a direct criticism of the American Dream. This play 

illustrates how pursuing this dream can result in disappointment and sorrow. At the core is Willy Loman, a 

man whose unending pursuit of success concludes in misfortune. In Willy's narrative, Miller showcases 

how misguided ideals can harm our self-perception and our connections with others.  

Willy Loman battles to discover his role in a society that prioritizes fame and money. His remark: “I 

am not ordinary! / I am Willy Loman, and you are Biff Loman!” (Miller, 1949, p. 110). This illustrates his 

profound desire for acknowledgment and significance. As stated by Bush (2022), the American Dream 

turns into an "illusion" for Willy, resulting in emotions of distress and uncertainty. Miller's striking visuals 

include, “You can’t consume the orange and discard the peel—a person is not a piece of fruit!” (Miller, 

1949, p. 134). This emphasizes how capitalism can strip humanity from individuals and the risks associated 
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with pursuing impossible objectives.  

These days, social media intensifies the pressure to display idealized representations of ourselves. 

This trend increases the relevance of Miller’s themes. Willy’s longing for validation reveals his superficial 

understanding of success, illustrating how society can distort our sense of self. This article will examine 

the enduring significance of Miller’s work by analyzing how deceptive ideals relate to the emotional con-

flicts of the characters. In other words, this research will emphasize the necessity of reevaluating our values 

and their impact on mental health and family dynamics today by examining diverse academic sources and 

contemporary examples.  

Miller's Death of a Salesman isn't merely a tale from history. It acts as a caution regarding the social 

influences that mold our aspirations. As we encounter the obstacles of contemporary life, the teachings in 

this play inspire us to critically examine the societal pressures that equate personal worth with material 

success, urging a reevaluation of what constitutes a meaningful life.  

2. Theoretical Framework 

This study employs a qualitative research method, effectively addressing the complex themes and 

character dynamics in Death of a Salesman. By utilizing close reading, detailed text analysis, and other 

qualitative techniques, the research aims to reveal how false ideals impact the characters' lives and relation-

ships. Arthur Miller’s text can be critically examined through psychological and sociological lenses to un-

pack its exploration of identity, societal pressure, and disillusionment. Three theoretical frameworks pro-

vide a robust foundation for this analysis: cognitive dissonance, the social construction of reality, and Erich 

Fromm’s concept of the marketing orientation.  

2.1. Cognitive dissonance 

Leon Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive dissonance posits that individuals experience psycholog-

ical tension when their beliefs, values, or self-perceptions conflict with their actions or external realities. 

This tension compels individuals to reconcile contradictions, often through denial or self-deception. Willy 

Loman exemplifies this phenomenon. His unwavering belief in the American Dream, success through lik-

ability and ambition, clashes starkly with his professional failures and familial estrangement. Willy’s re-

fusal to reconcile these contradictions exacerbates his psychological fragmentation, culminating in delu-

sions and emotional collapse (Festinger, 1957; Schneiderman, 1997).  
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2.2. Social Construction of Reality 

Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) theory of the social construction of reality argues that societal norms, 

interactions, and institutions shape individuals’ perceptions of truth and self-worth. Willy internalizes cap-

italist ideals that equate personal value with material success and popularity. Societal expectations pressure 

him to perform a role of prosperity and charm, even as his reality deteriorates. This dissonance between his 

socially constructed identity and his authentic self alienates him from his family and reality, illustrating 

how oppressive cultural narratives can erode individual agency (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Eriş, 2023).  

2.3. Erich Fromm’s Marketing Orientation 

Erich Fromm’s (1947) critique of the “marketing orientation” in Man for Himself describes individ-

uals who perceive themselves as commodities, deriving self-worth from external validation rather than 

intrinsic values. Willy embodies this orientation, obsessively pursuing likability and superficial success 

while neglecting genuine relationships and self-awareness. His belief that personality supersedes integrity 

or hard work reflects Fromm’s warning about the dehumanizing effects of capitalist consumerism. Willy’s 

eventual isolation and despair underscore the tragedy of reducing human worth to transactional value 

(Fromm, 1947). 

3. Literature Review 

The scholarly discourse on Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman primarily addresses the play’s cri-

tique of the American Dream and the destructive effects of false ideals on individual and familial experi-

ences. Scholars emphasize how these ideals lead to the characters' ultimate downfall and psychological 

distress. Nzisi (2017) asserts that adherence to false ideals precipitates the characters’ tragic ends, high-

lighting the detrimental consequences of pursuing unattainable aspirations. Khan et al. (2022) contends that 

“Miller exposes the destructive power of the American Dream,” particularly through the struggles of the 

Loman family (p. 45).  

Weller (1995) notes the psychological implications of these aspirations, revealing how they diminish 

self-worth and fragment identity. This aligns with what Ribkoff (2000) denotes: “The play explores the 

tragic consequences of sacrificing personal identity for societal validation” (p. 78). Additionally, Innes 

(1977) emphasizes that “Miller’s tragedy is rooted in the stark contrast between the American Dream and 

the harsh realities of life” (p. 128). Likewise, feminist and cultural studies perspectives illuminate Loman 
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family’s dysfunction and the erosion of their bonds. The literary critic Grieve-Carlson (2009) examines the 

role of gender norms, stating that: “the Loman family’s dysfunction reflects broader societal values that 

prioritize ambition over authentic relationships” (p. 321). Nahvi (2016) situates the play within the soci-

ocultural context of post-World War II America, further enriching critical discussions of its themes. 

Building on this framework, the present study adopts Festinger’s (1957) theory of cognitive disso-

nance to analyze Willy Loman’s internal conflict between societal expectations and self-awareness. While 

existing scholarship has explored facets of this tension, further examination of the psychological complex-

ities underlying his struggles—particularly how dissonance shapes his identity and decisions—remains 

necessary to fully unravel the character’s tragic trajectory.  

Based on the research and findings, the main objectives of this study on Death of a Salesman are   : 

First, the research aims to conduct a deeply analyze how false ideals hurt the main characters, stress-

ing the repercussions on personal identity and family relationships. Second, it seeks to investigate how 

adherence to the American Dream and societal expectations leads to frustration, with a focus on mental 

health issues from pursuing unattainable goals .  

Third, the study will explore how these false beliefs, break apart individual identities and family ties, 

examining the ongoing effects of these unrealistic dreams on the Loman family  .Fourth, it contextualizes 

false beliefs within post-WWII sociocultural pressures and draws parallels to modern issues like influencer 

culture and digital validation. 

 Finally, the research aims to assess how the themes of the play relate to today’s society and what 

they mean for discussions about the American Dream and its ongoing importance to achieve these goals, 

it’s important to use a careful research method. The next section outlines the research strategies employed 

in this study   . 

4. Analysis of Death of a Salesman 

Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman serves as a profound critique of the American Dream, portraying 

it as a fractured ideal that has been fundamentally altered by historical and societal forces. At its core, the 

American Dream promises “a better, richer, and fuller life for all” (Adams, 1931), yet Miller exposes the 

myth’s deep roots in colonial exploitation and the Enlightenment’s emphasis on individualism. This dis-

section reveals how the Dream’s allure has often been accompanied by systemic exclusion, denying its 
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promises to marginalized groups. Willy Loman, the play’s tragic protagonist, embodies the blind adherence 

to the American Dream. His delusions are starkly illustrated in his assertion: “Be liked and you will never 

want. You take me, for instance. I never have to wait in line to see a buyer” (Miller, 1949, p. 7). This belief 

reflects a dangerously simplistic understanding of success, one that reduces human worth to mere likability. 

Willy’s faith in charm as a substitute for hard work and integrity is critiqued by scholar Schlueter (1987), 

who describes this mindset as “the commodification of personality in a capitalist marketplace” (p. 56). 

Willy’s life becomes a cautionary tale about the seductive power of such beliefs, leading to his eventual 

downfall. 

Willy’s idolization of his brother Ben, who epitomizes the Dream’s colonial implications, further 

emphasizes this critique. It underscores the dream’s ties to manifest destiny, a doctrine that justified the 

exploitation of lands and peoples in the name of progress. This idealism starkly contrasts with Willy’s 

reality, highlighting the chasm between aspiration and achievement. In the words of critic Christopher 

Bigsby (2005), “Ben is less a character than a specter of capitalism’s false promises, haunting Willy with a 

version of success that requires moral compromise” (p. 89). The play’s exploration of this tension reveals 

the psychological toll of aspiring to an unattainable ideal. 

Willy’s fixation on the notion of being well-liked serves as a central pillar of his understanding of 

success. He believes that personal connections are the key to financial security and social standing, as evi-

denced when he states: “The man who makes an appearance in the business world, the man who creates 

personal interest, is the man who gets ahead” (Miller, 1949, p. 20). This belief is reflected in the American 

ethos of individualism, where personal charm and charisma are often seen as more valuable than hard work 

and merit. Willy’s adherence to this myth reflects a broader societal trend that prioritizes superficial attrib-

utes over substantive qualities. 

Critics have noted that Willy’s tragic trajectory illustrates the toll that the relentless pursuit of the 

American Dream can take on individuals. Correa (2013) argues that Willy’s decline is emblematic of a 

broader societal issue – the American Dream has turned into a source of suffering for those who struggle 

to meet its demands and navigate its contradictions (p. 45). This critique urges audiences to reconsider the 

implications of their aspirations within the context of a society that often prioritizes material success over 

genuine fulfillment. Willy’s disillusionment becomes a symbol of the disintegration of the American Dream, 

raising questions about the viability of such ideals in the face of harsh economic realities.  
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Willy Loman’s psychological unraveling is a central theme in Death of a Salesman, exemplifying 

Leon Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance (1957). Willy clings to grandiose delusions despite over-

whelming evidence of his failure, creating a deep internal conflict that manifests in his fragmented psyche. 

His desperate musings, “I still feel kind of temporary about myself… How can they whip cheese?” (Miller, 

1949, p. 44), reveal a profound sense of dislocation. This dissociation highlights what psychologist Fromm 

(1955) describes as “marketing orientation,” where individuals “lose their authentic selves in pursuit of 

societal approval” (p. 142). 

Willy’s relationship with his son Biff serves as a poignant battleground for these conflicting ideals. 

Biff’s rejection of Willy’s ethos, “I’m not bringing home any prizes anymore, and you’re going to stop 

waiting for me to bring them home!” (Miller, 1949, p. 102), shatters Willy’s illusions of legacy and success. 

In this moment of confrontation, Willy responds with anger and denial, exclaiming: “You vengeful, spiteful 

mutt!” (Miller, 1949, p. 102). Brenda Griffin (1996) interprets this exchange as “a collision between gen-

erational trauma and capitalist indoctrination,” where Biff’s self-awareness starkly contrasts with Willy’s 

“addiction to delusion” (p. 114). This generational conflict encapsulates a broader tension within the play, 

as Biff represents a new awareness that challenges the established beliefs held by Willy. Biff’s realization 

that he does not wish to conform to his father’s expectations, “Why am I trying to become what I don’t 

want to be?” (Miller, 1949, p. 105), signals a critical turning point in the narrative. Biff’s rejection of Willy’s 

values serves as a rallying cry for authenticity, emphasizing the importance of self-awareness in a world 

that often prioritizes superficial success. 

The psychological dynamics between Willy and Biff reveal the deep-seated fears and insecurities that 

define their relationship. Willy’s need for validation and success is mirrored in Biff’s struggle for identity, 

creating a cycle of disappointment and resentment. As Biff confronts his father, he expresses a desire to 

break free from the constraints of Willy’s dreams: “I am not a dime a dozen! I am Willy Loman, and you 

are Biff Loman!” (Miller, 1949, p. 105). This assertion highlights the struggle for individual identity amidst 

the pressures of familial expectations and societal norms (Abdulla & Ahmed, 2023). 

Willy’s suicidal ideation underscores his inability to reconcile reality with the fantasies he has constructed. 

As Miller himself noted, “Willy is literally a man with no sense of his own identity. He has no center, only the 

hollow values he’s absorbed” (Miller, 1987, p. 12). This psychological void reflects modern crises of identity, 

where societal pressures to conform and perform can lead to profound disconnection from one’s true self. 
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In a contemporary context, Willy’s struggles resonate with the challenges faced by individuals in 

today’s fast-paced, success-driven society. The pressure to maintain an idealized self-image, often exacer-

bated by social media and the gig economy, creates a pervasive sense of dislocation and anxiety.  

Miller’s critique of postwar consumerism is particularly salient in the context of today’s “hustle cul-

ture,” where self-worth is increasingly tied to productivity metrics. Willy’s lamentation foreshadows the 

precariousness of the gig economy, where individuals, like Willy, are rendered “a dime a dozen” (Miller, 

1949, p. 105). Cultural theorist Mark Fisher (2009) links this phenomenon to “depressive hedonia,” where 

individuals pursue “empty goals in a system that offers no meaningful fulfillment” (p. 21). 

The play’s interrogation of performative masculinity resonates with contemporary societal anxieties. 

Happy’s vow reflects the pressures to curate idealized online personas. Sociologist Sherry Turkle (2015) 

observes that social media compels us to showcase success, just as Willy acted out being likable—until the 

act takes over and defines us completely (p. 67). This performative nature of success creates an environment 

where authenticity is often sacrificed for the sake of appearance. 

Biff’s rejection of this façade, “I am not a leader of men, Willy, and neither are you!” (Miller, 1949, 

p. 100) serves as a powerful statement against the relentless pursuit of societal validation. His struggle for 

authenticity mirrors a contemporary longing for genuine connection in a world that often prioritizes super-

ficial achievements. The tension between Biff’s desire for self-discovery and Willy’s adherence to outdated 

ideals encapsulates the generational divide that exists within many families today. Miller’s exploration of 

societal pressures extends beyond the realm of individual identity to critique the broader structures that 

shape contemporary life. The commodification of personal worth and the relentless pursuit of success serve 

as a commentary on the implications of living in a capitalist society. As cultural critic bell Hooks (2012) 

notes that capitalism feeds on our insecurities, pushing us to constantly validate our value through what we 

consume and accomplish (p. 34). This critical lens invites audiences to interrogate the values that underpin 

their aspirations, emphasizing the need for a more nuanced understanding of success and fulfillment. 

Moreover, the play's depiction of consumerist values is underscored by Willy's obsession with mate-

rial possessions. His frequent references to buying new appliances reflect a deep-seated belief that material 

wealth equates to happiness. This misguided notion contributes to Willy’s ultimate despair, as he realizes 

that these possessions do not bring the fulfillment he seeks. As sociologist Thorstein Veblen (2017) argues 

that the pursuit of conspicuous consumption often leads to a hollow existence, wherein individuals measure 
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their worth by their material possessions rather than their relationships or personal growth. Set against the 

backdrop of postwar suburbanization, Death of a Salesman critiques the erosion of community values in 

favor of materialism. Linda’s impassioned plea: “Attention must be paid. He’s not to be allowed to fall into 

his grave like an old dog!” (Miller, 1949, p. 44) highlights society’s tendency to dismiss those deemed 

unproductive. Marxist critic Raymond Williams (1968) interprets Willy’s fate as the unavoidable conse-

quence of capitalist alienation, in which workers are recognized solely for their economic productivity (p. 

213). 

Willy’s fixation on consumer goods: “We’re gonna get a new refrigerator…” (Miller, 1949, p. 52), 

mirrors the postwar American shift from communal values to hyper-individualism. Historian Lizabeth Co-

hen (2003) notes that the postwar consumer booms transformed the meaning of citizenship into one cen-

tered on consumption, undermining the social connections that Willy longs for (p. 122). This alienation is 

poignantly crystallized in Willy’s confession to Charley: “After all the highways, and the trains, and the 

appointments, and the years, you end up worth more dead than alive” (Miller, 1949, p. 76). This stark 

acknowledgment of his worthlessness in a capitalist system underscores the play’s critique of materialism 

and its impact on human relationships. The social context of postwar America is further explored through 

the lens of gender dynamics. Willy’s expectations for Biff and Happy reflect traditional masculine ideals 

that equate success with economic achievement. The pressure to conform to these ideals is palpable, as 

Willy insists that being well-liked is synonymous with success. Yet, this performative masculinity ulti-

mately leads to disillusionment and despair, as Biff’s rejection of Willy’s values reveals the limitations of 

such constructs. Scholar Michael D. Williams (2013) argues that Death of a Salesman “unmasks the toxic 

nature of traditional masculinity, exposing how it constrains both men and women in their pursuit of ful-

fillment (p. 78). 

Miller’s exploration of gender dynamics also intersects with themes of family and loyalty. The Loman 

family’s dysfunction is emblematic of a broader societal crisis, as the pursuit of individual success often 

comes at the expense of familial bonds. Linda’s unwavering support for Willy serves as a reminder of the 

sacrifices made in the name of love and loyalty. Yet, this loyalty is ultimately tested as Willy’s delusions 

become increasingly untenable, leading to a tragic rift within the family. 

Additionally, the play critiques the societal pressures placed on women in the context of postwar 

America. Linda’s role as a supportive wife is fraught with the burden of maintaining Willy’s delusions. Her 
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repeated insistence that Willy should be recognized for his worth reflects the limited roles available to 

women in a patriarchal society. Linda’s character embodies the sacrifices made by women who seek to 

support their husbands while navigating their own desires and aspirations. 

At the heart, Death of a Salesman is about Willy Loman’s endless chase for the American Dream, 

which leads to his tragic end. Willy believes that the American Dream means being happy and rich. This 

drives everything he does. Right from the start, he wrongly believes that being liked will make him rich 

and happy. He says, “Be liked and you will never want” (Miller, 1949, p. 7). This shows how he feels 

pressure from society. It also criticizes how some people value popularity over real success and happiness. 

As Emami (2013) argues that Miller reveals the harmful consequences of the American Dream (p. 45), 

reinforcing the idea that these false ideals lead to tragedy. 

In the end, Willy’s focus on being popular leads to his tragic downfall. This story highlights the 

problems that come from chasing dreams that can never be reached. Willy’s blind chase for fake success 

hides the truth from him. This wish for popularity causes problems in his family, as well. His son, Biff, 

who once had a bright future, grows frustrated with his dad’s beliefs and the emptiness of the American 

Dream. This tension shows when Biff tells Willy: “I’m not bringing home any prizes anymore, and you’re 

going to stop waiting for me to bring them home!” (Miller, 1949, p. 102). This moment points out how 

false ideals can hurt relationships, leading to broken dreams and strained family bonds. The pursuit of 

impossible dreams can tear apart the trust and understanding in a family. 

Willy’s younger son, Happy, highlights how these ideals can also damage him. He tries to copy his 

father’s wrong ideas, which only makes things worse for the family. Biff sees this, saying, “You’re going 

to live with that phony dream. Goodbye, Willy!” (Miller, 1949, p. 105). This moment makes clear that 

holding on to unrealistic dreams does not help anyone. The play also looks at societal pressure that pushes 

people to reach for dreams they can never have. Miller shows how the American Dream can be damaging. 

He points out that society often values material wealth over real happiness. The characters’ conversations 

throughout Death of a Salesman reflect the pressure they feel from society. Willy believes that “being liked” 

is key to success. This belief shows how empty it is to value popularity more than being true to oneself.  

Death of a Salesman digs deep into what happens when you chase after dreams that just aren’t pos-

sible. Willy shows us how chasing these unrealistic goals can create a lot of pain. He tries so hard to be 

successful and fit in with what society expects. But in doing this, he loses touch with who he is. This takes 
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him to a dark place, leading to feelings of sadness and loneliness.  

Willy’s psychological decline exemplifies Festinger’s (1957) cognitive dissonance, as he clings to 

delusions of success despite mounting evidence of failure. This mirrors modern crises of identity, such as 

the pressure to curate idealized online personas, forget important stuff, and even thinking about ending his 

life. These indicators underscore the increasing difficulty he faces in maintaining the illusion that his aspi-

rations are attainable. A study by Weller shows how chasing impossible dreams can hurt people emotionally. 

It reveals that when you keep aiming for these unrealistic ideals, it can smash your self-esteem and leave 

your sense of who you are in pieces (Weller, 1995). The trouble doesn’t just hit Willy; it permeates his 

entire family, profoundly affecting their psychological and emotional well-being. Biff, Willy’s son, feels 

lost when he sees that his father’s values don’t hold up. He realizes his limits, which causes him a lot of 

confusion about who he is. This confusion comes out when he tells his dad, “I am not a leader of men, 

Willy, and neither are you” (Miller, 1949, p. 100). This moment tears apart the lies they believed in as a 

family and creates a lot of confusion and pain among them. 

Furthermore, Willy’s wife, Linda, exemplifies how the family’s collective refusal to confront their 

misguided ideals inflicts profound emotional damage. Her unwavering support for Willy and her attempts 

to shield him from reality ultimately exacerbate the family's struggles. In a pivotal moment, she pleads with 

Biff, stating, “He’s not the finest character that ever lived. But he’s a human being, and a terrible thing is 

happening to him. So attention must be paid... Attention, attention must be finally paid to such a person” 

(Miller, 1949, p. 34). This statement reflects Linda’s deep affection for Willy, but also her difficulty in 

acknowledging the harsh truth of their circumstances. By offering him the validation he so desperately 

seeks, Linda hopes to protect him from his unraveling. However, her efforts only reinforce the family’s 

tragic cycle of denial, further entrenching them in emotional and psychological turmoil.  

Linda’s struggle represents the sacrifices numerous women endure in a patriarchal society, where 

their identities are frequently linked to their husbands' aspirations and setbacks. Her persistent requests for 

acknowledgment of Willy’s value highlight the constrained roles assigned to women in this period, as they 

manage their wants and ambitions against the backdrop of societal norms. The strain on Linda to back Willy 

while neglecting her own desires ultimately leads to the disintegration of their family.  

As the play progresses, it becomes increasingly evident that the pursuit of the American Dream is not 

just a personal journey for Willy but a reflection of a broader societal issue. The relentless drive for success 
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and material wealth creates an environment where individuals are valued solely for their economic output, 

leading to alienation and despair. Willy’s tragic end serves as a powerful commentary on the destructive 

nature of these unattainable ideals, urging audiences to reconsider the consequences of placing worth solely 

in material success. 

5. Conclusion 

Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman hits home even today. It digs deep into the cracks of the Amer-

ican Dream and takes a hard look at the mental toll we pay when we chase after those unrealistic ideals. 

Willy Loman is like a warning sign—a man who shows us the dangers of tying our self-worth to societal 

expectations or material possessions. His tragic journey feels familiar because, honestly, many of us still 

feel that pressure to live up to others' standards. 

The play deeply critiques consumerism, the rigid idea of masculinity, and those delicate family ties 

we all have. Biff is out there searching for something real, something authentic, while Willy’s lost in his 

own fantasies. And then there's Linda, whose loyalty just highlights the heavy price we pay for holding 

onto dreams that are not even real. These clashes really put a spotlight on the battle between our true selves 

and society's demands.  

Ultimately, Miller urges us to examine ourselves. True fulfillment, he argues, comes not from chasing 

empty societal benchmarks but from self-acceptance and building meaningful relationships. Willy’s down-

fall forces us to rethink success and happiness — what they truly mean in a world so obsessed with wealth 

and status. Death of a Salesman endures because it asks timeless questions: What gives life meaning? How 

do we break free from toxic ideals? Willy’s story is a wake-up call, urging us to seek purpose beyond 

society's narrow definitions. 
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