
criticism of death of a salesman
Criticism of Death of a Salesman has been a topic of significant discussion since Arthur Miller's
iconic play premiered in 1949. The play, which explores themes of the American Dream, identity, and
familial relationships, has faced various criticisms regarding its portrayal of success, mental health,
and societal expectations. Critics have analyzed Miller's work through different lenses, including
psychological, feminist, and Marxist perspectives, leading to a rich tapestry of interpretations and
critiques. This article delves into the primary criticisms of "Death of a Salesman," examining the play's
characters, themes, and cultural implications.

Overview of Death of a Salesman

"Death of a Salesman" follows Willy Loman, a struggling salesman who grapples with his perceived
failures in life and the crushing weight of his aspirations. The play unfolds through a series of
flashbacks, revealing Willy's tumultuous relationships with his family and his obsessive pursuit of the
American Dream. The narrative ultimately culminates in tragedy, as Willy's inability to reconcile his
dreams with reality leads to his demise.

Major Criticisms of Death of a Salesman

While "Death of a Salesman" is lauded as a masterpiece of American theater, it has also faced various
criticisms, including:

1. Critique of the American Dream

One of the most significant criticisms of "Death of a Salesman" revolves around its portrayal of the
American Dream. Critics argue that Miller presents a distorted view of success and ambition,
suggesting that the relentless pursuit of material wealth is fundamentally flawed.

- Disillusionment: Many argue that Willy Loman embodies the disillusionment of the American Dream,
as his life serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of equating self-worth with financial success.
- Societal Expectations: The play is often criticized for its representation of the societal pressures that
compel individuals to chase unrealistic aspirations, ultimately leading to disappointment and despair.

2. Gender Roles and Feminist Critique

The depiction of gender roles in "Death of a Salesman" has sparked considerable feminist critique.
Critics argue that the play's female characters, particularly Linda Loman, are underdeveloped and
serve primarily as reflections of Willy's struggles.

- Linda's Role: While Linda is portrayed as supportive and nurturing, critics argue that her character



lacks agency and depth. She often exists in relation to Willy, emphasizing the limitations placed on
women during the era.
- Gender Dynamics: The play reflects traditional gender dynamics, where male ambition is celebrated
while female contributions are minimized. This has led to discussions about the need for more
nuanced representations of women in literature.

3. Mental Health and Representation

Willy Loman's character has also been scrutinized concerning mental health issues. Critics have
highlighted how Miller portrays Willy's psychological decline throughout the play.

- Depression and Anxiety: Willy's struggles with depression and feelings of inadequacy resonate with
many audiences, yet some critics argue that the play simplifies complex mental health issues.
- Impact on Family: The effects of Willy's mental health on his family dynamics invite criticism
regarding the portrayal of mental illness in a familial context. Critics argue that it can perpetuate
stereotypes and misunderstandings about mental health.

Character Analysis and Critique

The characters in "Death of a Salesman" are central to its critique of societal norms and expectations.
Each character embodies different aspects of the American Dream and the consequences of its
relentless pursuit.

Willy Loman

Willy Loman, as the protagonist, has been both praised and criticized for his representation of the
everyman.

- Tragic Hero or Anti-Hero: Some critics view Willy as a tragic hero, whose noble pursuit of success
ultimately leads to his downfall. Others argue that he embodies the qualities of an anti-hero, as his
delusions and flawed decision-making render him unsympathetic.
- Symbolism of Failure: Willy's character is often seen as a symbol of failure, representing the dark
side of the American Dream. Critics argue that this portrayal may reinforce negative stereotypes
about individuals who struggle to achieve success.

Linda Loman

Linda Loman's characterization prompts discussion about the roles of women in the play.

- Supportive Wife vs. Independent Individual: Critics argue that Linda's character is predominantly
defined by her support for Willy, raising questions about her independence and identity. While she
exhibits strength and resilience, her role is often reduced to that of a caretaker.
- Victim of Circumstance: Some interpretations suggest that Linda is a victim of the societal



expectations placed upon her as a wife. Her tragic acceptance of Willy's flaws highlights the limited
options available to women in her position.

Happy Loman and Biff Loman

Willy's sons, Happy and Biff, provide contrasting perspectives on the American Dream.

- Biff's Disillusionment: Biff's character arc reflects a rejection of his father's values, as he grapples
with the realization that the pursuit of wealth does not equate to happiness. Critics argue that Biff's
journey is a critique of materialism and the pressure to conform to societal expectations.
- Happy's Conformity: In contrast, Happy embodies the superficial aspects of the American Dream,
pursuing success through superficial means. Critics often view Happy as a representation of those
who blindly adhere to societal norms without questioning their validity.

Conclusion: The Relevance of Criticism Today

The criticism of "Death of a Salesman" remains relevant in contemporary discussions about the
American Dream, mental health, and gender roles. As society continues to grapple with these themes,
Miller's play serves as a poignant reminder of the complexities of human ambition and the price of
societal expectations.

In examining the criticisms of "Death of a Salesman," it becomes clear that the play transcends its
time, inviting audiences to reflect on their values and aspirations. The ongoing discourse surrounding
Miller's work highlights the importance of critical engagement with literature, allowing for diverse
interpretations and insights. As such, "Death of a Salesman" endures not only as a classic of American
theater but also as a catalyst for dialogue on the human condition and the societal constructs that
shape our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main criticisms of the portrayal of the American
Dream in 'Death of a Salesman'?
Critics argue that the play presents a distorted view of the American Dream, suggesting it is
unattainable for the average person and highlighting the dangers of blind ambition and materialism.

How does Arthur Miller's use of flashbacks in 'Death of a
Salesman' receive criticism?
Some critics believe that the frequent use of flashbacks disrupts the narrative flow and can confuse
audiences, detracting from the emotional impact of the story.



What are the criticisms regarding the character development
of Willy Loman?
Some critics contend that Willy's character lacks depth and complexity, making it difficult for
audiences to fully empathize with his struggles and failures.

How do critics view the representation of women in 'Death of
a Salesman'?
Critics have pointed out that the play marginalizes female characters, particularly Linda, who is often
seen as a supportive but passive figure rather than a fully realized individual.

What are the criticisms related to the play's ending?
The ending is criticized for being overly ambiguous and leaving unresolved questions about Willy's
suicide and its implications for his family, which some feel undermines the narrative's clarity.

How do some critics interpret the theme of failure in 'Death of
a Salesman'?
Some argue that the play's emphasis on failure is overly pessimistic and does not offer a balanced
perspective on the pursuit of success and its impact on personal identity.

What is the critique regarding the generational conflict
depicted in the play?
Critics note that the generational conflict between Willy and Biff can feel one-dimensional, lacking a
nuanced exploration of the complexities of father-son relationships in the context of societal
expectations.

How has 'Death of a Salesman' been criticized for its pacing
and structure?
Some reviews highlight that the pacing can be uneven, with moments of intense drama followed by
slower sections that may detract from the overall urgency of the story.

What are the criticisms concerning the socioeconomic context
of 'Death of a Salesman'?
Critics argue that the socioeconomic issues presented in the play may feel dated or overly simplistic,
lacking a thorough examination of the systemic barriers faced by characters like Willy Loman.
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