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Abstract 

This essay discusses the effects of mass culture on the Loman family in Arthur Miller’s 

play, Death of a Salesman. The focus is to identify whether conformation to mass 

culture and alienation have caused the characters to be lonely and to give up what they 

enjoy and to fall in line with a system where individuality is replaced by totality. The 

theoretical framework used is the Frankfurt School’s critical theory which further 

developed Karl Marx’s socialist economic theory by putting an emphasis on the role of 

media and culture. The Frankfurt School critical theory purports that people in a mass 

culture society are estranged from themselves and others as large corporations and 

machines eradicate individual skills. Consumerism and meaningless media control and 

keep fatigued workers happy in their leisure time and thus distract them from starting a 

revolution. Advertising and entertainment create heroes to be revered which leads to a 

society where people strive for success, but this also results in competition and further 

estrangement. The conclusion is that the behaviour of the Loman family members is a 

result of conforming to the expectations of a mass culture society. Willy and Biff fail in 

their professional fields as they are not engaged in the manual work they are qualified 

for and that would fulfil their true needs. The constant effort to live up to expectations 

leads to immoralities, lies, contradictions, and loneliness. A false consciousness 

conveyed through media has indoctrinated a belief that someone who is not successful 

should be excluded from society. Willy’s escape after his own and his sons’ failures is 

suicide. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Written in 1949, Death of a Salesman was Arthur Miller’s breakthrough, and it was an 

instant hit at the American theatres (Bigsby 403-406). It is easy to get engulfed by the 

characters’ traits when reading the play Death of a Salesman. Willy Loman stands out with 

his boasting yet, at the same time, insecure attitude. Willy is a travelling salesman and the 

father of an American middle-class family. He has big dreams for himself and his sons, and 

he accepts no deviation from his plans of making it big. His wife, Linda, is a housewife and 

supports Willy no matter what. However, things were not always as they seemed, and Willy 

had a mistress on his business trips. Willy and Linda are both middle aged, and they have two 

adult sons in their thirties. The youngest son, Happy, is in many ways a mirror image of his 

father and has his mind set on becoming a successful businessman. Happy’s older brother, 

Biff, is in a love-hate relationship with Willy, and his conscience is constantly pulling him in 

different directions. Biff shows himself to be different from the other family members, first by 

moving away from home and then by trying various blue-collar jobs where he could work 

outdoors or use his hands. An interesting fact here is that the author, Arthur Miller, was born 

in 1915, just like his character Biff (Babcock 221). Also, both Miller and Biff came from and 

moved away from Brooklyn, were good at football, and enjoyed manual labour (Bigsby 97; 

Miller 16, 39, 68). Miller’s career took a different path after that, but it is a known fact that he 

based some of the characters in his plays on family members (Bigsby 61). 

To the Loman family it was all about being successful. There was a constant pressure 

to be well-liked and to please other people, whether or not there had been a specific request to 

do so. As there appears to be no other acceptable option than success, despite their lack of it, 

the family ends up being caught in a no man’s land where they all seem to lose touch with 

reality. The play focuses on family ties, social relations, and work-related issues in middle-

class suburban America, and many Americans might have identified with the characters in the 
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play. It probably reminded them of their own lives, and many spectators may have felt affinity 

with Willy Loman, for example, who works hard, has a family to love, owns a house, yet still 

seems unhappy and lonely. Death of a Salesman appears to be constantly culturally relevant, 

at least in Western countries, and many people today will certainly still feel a connection with 

the characters and the solitude they mediate. They might not, however, react to or question the 

reason for that loneliness more than the middle class of the 1940s did. 

The aim of this paper is to determine whether or not the Loman family members’ 

characteristics are a result of their alienation and conformity to the capitalist mass culture. 

Karl Marx’s concept of alienation meant that the worker had been replaced by the machine 

and downgraded to an object and thus estranged from his work and other people. The 

theoretical background to be used for the analysis is the critical theory developed by the 

members of the first generation of the Frankfurt School. 

 

2. Theory and Critical Approach 
 

The overall idea of Karl Marx’s socialist economic theory from 1848 was that the 

exploited working-class would start a revolution against the ruling class, who were profiting 

at their expense, and that it would eventually lead to a classless society (Barry 159; Schuetz 

1). Marx’s model of society consisted of the economic base, made up of the bourgeoisie 

owning all property and machines, and the proletariat whom they capitalised on. The base 

shaped the superstructure, which was comprised of institutions, such as culture, art, politics 

and religion. Impressions from the superstructure effectuated an ideology onto the people of 

the base. The superstructure is the result of the conditions of the economic base, and not the 

other way around, and since the bourgeoisie controlled the base, they also controlled the 

superstructure and thereby could suppress the proletariat (Durham and Kellner 130; Barry 

160-161; Schuetz 4). Marx’s goal was the workers’ emancipation from capitalised labour that 
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would enable them to engage in humane and cultural activities to regain their liberty (Durham 

and Kellner 3; Henning 256; Barry 160). 

Marx defined four aspects of alienation: alienation from the product, from activity (or 

the process of labour), from the self, and from others and society (Horowitz). The first aspect 

discusses how the worker in a capitalist society is alienated from the product he produces. 

Products are produced for someone else, and since they belong to someone else the worker 

loses control and power over the commodities. The second aspect explains how the worker no 

longer controls the manufacturing of the product, and that what is being produced is to fulfil 

someone else’s needs. Imposed labour signifies that there is no relation between worker and 

product and consequently the worker feels alienated. The third aspect is a result of these first 

two points; the worker is reduced to a commodity with a lost identity. Finally, alienation from 

the self leads to estrangement from other people and the society as a whole (Horowitz). 

Outmanned by the machine, and no longer able to use the skills to manufacture and sell their 

own output, the proletarian was reduced to a commodity in a capitalist society. This 

phenomenon, which came to be known as “reification”, resulted in alienation from other 

workers and from the profession they had once revered. The worker’s creativity, needed for 

art and an individual’s identity, was being annihilated (Marx 57; Berger 68-69; Fromm et al. 

47-50; Barry 160; Bronner 4, 35; Schuetz 4). As Marx predicted a revolt by the proletariat, he 

must have expected them to have been aware of what was going on in society (Bronner 39). 

Knowing the outcome of Marx’s critical theory more than 170 years after it was first 

published, it becomes clear that the future did not unfold exactly the way he had predicted, 

and neither a classless society nor a cultural golden age took place (Berger 68). The question 

arises as to whether the workers were actually conscious of their situation since they did not 

start a revolution despite being oppressed, and if alienation played a part in this. 
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The first generation of the Frankfurt School, with its members such as Max 

Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno and Herbert Marcuse, who fled Nazi Germany for the US in 

the 1930s, looked for an answer as to why the proletariat had not risen against the bourgeoisie 

(Berger 68). Whereas Marx had focused on how economic factors had influenced the 

superstructure and how a political revolt would end the struggle of the classes, the critical 

theory of the Frankfurt School focused on the impact of culture. They saw culture, in a society 

of popular culture for the masses, as an industry of its own, and as being part of the economic 

base. Culture, according to the Frankfurt School, created commodities just like any other 

product generated from the base: industrialised and produced for the masses (Henning 255, 

257, 263; Schuetz 4-5). Impressions of their new home country, with its consumer society and 

all the entertainment it had to offer, must have been a major contrast to the hierarchical and 

short-lived democracy in Germany where classicism had played a big part of the School 

members’ cultural and bourgeois lives (Henning 266; Berger 64; Schuetz 3-4). Society in the 

1930s, not only in America, had changed much since the 1840s, and in large part, the 

proletariat had been replaced by a middle class. Marx’s theory no longer fully applied, and the 

Frankfurt School realised that mass culture must play a critical role in how Americans seemed 

to accept being exploited by the ruling class. It was in the nature of their critical theory to 

analyse why an individual’s desire to create and feel liberated could be replaced by the 

enticements of mass culture. Even though America was a democratic society, the members of 

the Frankfurt School could draw parallels between people’s behaviour in the US and non-

democratic totalitarian states where individuals are trained to be part of the masses, and not to 

think rationally. Whereas totalitarian states used coercion, Western societies instead 

manipulated people’s minds, and the difference between propaganda messages in fascist 

states and the hidden slogans concealed in adverts and media in modern states, was 

insignificant. Messages from ads were hammered into people’s heads in modern societies so 
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that citizens ceased to contemplate any deeper meaning of the information they heard and in 

time imitated. Culture’s primary purpose had been to be used in a creative and intelligent 

way, and as a channel for people in Western societies to rebel. However, it had now instead 

been turned against them as a tool for manipulation (Schuetz 4-5, 9; Appelrouth and Edles 

108; Horkheimer et al. 129, 135; Berger 63-64; Henning 262, 267-268;) 

Unlike Marx’s worker, who was replaced by a machine in a factory, the Frankfurt 

School likened modern Western society to a giant machine, and the masses were the 

components to make it run smoothly (Bronner 5). An authoritarian bureaucracy ruled over the 

people, and the Frankfurt School proposed education as a means of emancipation. However, 

they were competing against a lowbrow cultural industry that existed to generate more profits, 

and that created more alienation and reification (Bronner 5). Class consciousness was 

replaced by conformity and consumerism, and individualism was lost to standardization. The 

modern “totally administered society” (Bronner 62) created dull and listless citizens with no 

rational thinking or intention of insurgency. Newly developed technologies, such as the radio, 

as well as Hollywood movie stars in movie theatres and on television, played a role in 

creating a subtle and standardized Western mass culture society (Bronner 27). The idea of 

entertainment to the masses was to appease and to keep people engaged. Celebrities played 

the role of ambassadors for the entertainment industry that persuaded overworked people 

during their leisure time to choose a plethora of non-distinctive commodities and repetitive, 

nonsense TV and radio shows over more challenging options. By keeping people entertained 

outside of work, the bureaucracy maintained total control and created irrational and less 

spontaneous individuals (Appelrouth and Edles 85, 90-91; Horkheimer et al. 100, 115). As a 

consequence, people were kept busy at work and during their leisure time, and the likelihood 

of a revolution taking place was reduced to a minimum. Entertainment that was easy to 

process was also a means for fatigued workers to be able to temporarily escape from and cope 
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with the burdens of their standardised work routines (Appelrouth and Edles 84-85, 90-93; 

Horkheimer et al. 95, 98, 109, 111). Horkheimer and Adorno summed it up by saying, “the 

culture industry replaces pain” (112). 

Horkheimer and Adorno were upset that the individuality and skills of art, composing 

music, and drawing a masterful painting had been obliterated by the cultural industry that 

downgraded art to a commodity. Investments were only made in standardised art forms for 

the masses and not in risky alternative projects. Individuality was suppressed by organisations 

in the superstructure, such as churches, helping to conform the masses (99, 102, 106-107, 

120). For those who did not conform the option was to be “condemned to an economic 

impotence which is prolonged in the intellectual power-lessness of the eccentric loner” 

(Horkheimer et al. 106). Along those lines, Arthur Miller coined the term “law of success” to 

describe a belief system that most people subconsciously adhered to. It states that a person 

who is “a failure in society and in business has no right to live” (qtd. in Benziman 32). People 

who do not follow this law are “convicted” by society to a life of unhappiness and perhaps 

even suicide (Benziman 32). 

Large corporations’ mass production generated an abundance of products for the 

consumer, yet the critical theorists saw little differentiation among the commodities. The 

standardised products were given different brand names but varied little, and adverts were 

used to reenforce a difference that hardly existed (Appelrouth and Edles 84-85; Horkheimer et 

al. 97). The critical theorists questioned both the reason for the consumer’s need for such 

large supply and the excessive overproduction that resulted in increased competition between 

manufacturers (Appelrouth and Edles 85, 89). They noticed that advertising, sometimes 

featuring celebrities, had a twofold task: to help the consumer to choose between the vast 

supply of products with its minor differences, and to urge people to consume more 

(Appelrouth and Edles 85; Horkheimer et al. 131). A message conveyed through advertising 
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could be that of promoting individuality and standing out from the crowd, for example a car 

commercial’s message, “Engineered for those who never applaud conformity” (Appelrouth 

and Edles 87). However, just like the similarities between the range of standardised products 

on the market, people were affected and showed little uniqueness. The conformed masses 

were influenced by the competition between products that was strongly proclaimed by 

advertisements (Appelrouth and Edles 87). Consumers had been given the feeling of freedom 

and individuality by having a large choice of products and entertainment to choose from but 

had simultaneously been lured to conformity and had forgotten about their true needs 

(Appelrouth and Edles 108). Moreover, many commodities that caused people to conform had 

been produced and were later consumed by the people themselves. The authoritarian 

bureaucracy had thus created an apparatus where people assisted in creating alienation from 

other people (Appelrouth and Edles 84-84, 108; Horkheimer et al. 95, Horowitz). A system 

existed in which the masses were made to believe that they could fulfil a need, even though 

the chances of that happening were slim, and instead they were formed into “eternal 

consumers” (Horkheimer et al. 113). There was a pressure to be part of the chase for that need 

as, “the public crowds forward for fear of missing something. What that might be is unclear, 

but, at any rate, only those who join in have any chance” (Horkheimer et al. 131). 

An outsider might have perceived America in the 1930s as a utopia, with the broader 

masses getting richer, having more leisure time, and large corporations creating jobs. 

However, a member of the Frankfurt School would scrutinize and criticise the use of mass 

culture as a means to control the masses (Berger 66). The Frankfurt School was hoping for a 

society without competition by awakening the individual but were anxious that mass culture 

had gone so far that individual art, or high culture, was excluded from people’s minds. They 

realised that a revolution was not likely to happen, and instead strived to improve modern 

society by removing exploitation and alienation (Bronner 26-29, 32, 49; Henning 255, 269; 
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Schuetz 6). Writing about Horkheimer and Adorno, Schuetz proclaimed, “For them, the 

United States was a model of a society which provided extensive constitutional liberties while 

simultaneously threatening individual freedom with refined technological and psychological 

techniques, all designed to ensure conformity and subordination” (12). Horkheimer and 

Adorno especially looked at art and music and how, when produced for the masses, they were 

downplayed and given attractive names, e.g. “kitsch”, as a way to divert from reality and 

avoid criticism (Schuetz 6-7; Henning 257). However, that kind of strategy is not only 

restricted to art and music but can be applied by the ruling class to everything in society as a 

way to create dull citizens. 

If one believes that humans are generally intelligent, it is hard to understand why 

people would fall for such deceptive messages. Marx’s concept of alienation of the worker 

from activity discusses the division between labour and the need to escape from it (Horowitz). 

According to Adorno, capitalism creates hard-working, alienated people who are too drained 

during their spare time to think rationally. Thereby mass culture has given people a chance to 

escape reality and has made them accept trash consumption at the same time as a potential 

rebellious threat has been removed by the ruling class (Schuetz 6-7). Research on media for 

the masses and the link to alienation and the escape from reality has a history going back to 

the 1940s and builds on the Uses and Gratifications Theory, UGT. The UGT looks at why 

some people choose certain media and others do not. First, researchers looked at how the 

media affected the audience (Katz et al. 509). Later, they started looking at it from a more 

social aspect, how and why audiences chose certain media. What followed was that audiences 

were divided into groups depending on their different needs (Katz et al. 509-512). In a 1972 

study by McQuail, Blumler and Brown, they noted that people’s media habits could be 

divided into four categories: diversion, personal relationships, personal identity, and 

surveillance. Diversion included using media as an escape from social burdens and routine 
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life (Katz et al. 512-513). Some media were better suited to certain needs while other media 

covered a whole spectrum. For example, a TV series could both help some people escape 

while others saw it as informative (Katz et al. 518-519). While research from the 1960s 

onwards confirms that people are influenced by media, it also highlights that people are 

different, that they are individuals, and that they therefore absorb media messages diversely 

because of their different needs. Research from 1968 showed that certain media messages 

could make some people have a stronger connection to reality while others used the same 

message as a replacement for social ties (Katz et al. 519-520). Katz and Foulkes, in 

contradiction to the Frankfurt School, see escapism as twofold: just like alcohol, it can have 

the effect of bringing people together or it can make people isolate themselves from society 

(388). The Frankfurt School critical theory was active in the beginning of pop culture and was 

limited to what researchers later would call diversion. Katz and Foulkes give credit to the 

Frankfurt School for having been early pioneers in asking the question: “What do people do 

with the media?” (379). They conclude that the answer to the question was that people wanted 

to escape alienation. Mass media offered an optional dream world where people could wander 

to feel temporary happiness (Katz and Foulkes 379). Thus, Katz and Foulkes claim that it is 

not mass media alienating people, but that people turn to mass media because they are already 

alienated. They give an example of research showing that anxious women listen to more radio 

soap operas and suggest that there is evidence that alienated and deprived people expose 

themselves to more media (380-381). An example of escapism given by Katz and Foulkes is 

the working-class choosing mass media productions that feature upper-middle-class 

characters, implying that escaping also means desiring to be someone who people look up to 

(382, 384). 
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3. Analysis 
 

3.1 Alienation 
 

The characters in Death of a Salesman in the late 1940s appear to be better off than 

people had been in earlier decades. World War II had just ended, and the financial struggles 

of the Great Depression had been replaced by a strong economic recovery. Large corporations 

that created thousands of jobs were established, and there was an abundance of entertainment 

and products for the common man to consume (Durham and Kellner xix). Yet it becomes 

obvious that many of the characters are unhappy, and none of them seem to have a clear 

explanation why or a remedy for it. There are countless occasions when some of the 

characters seem to realise that they are unhappy in their current situation and ought to change 

their lifestyles. However, there always appears to be an unseen force holding them back. 

Karl Marx would have argued that the reason for this is that workers cannot be 

liberated from capitalised labour unless they can feel human and are creative. In Death of a 

Salesman, the characters are at times hindered from taking control of their own lives, which 

could have made them feel less alienated. Willy, for example, never comes to the self-insight 

of manual labour bringing happiness to his life. Even though he seems to like manual labour 

and others appear to appreciate his skills, he continues to work and fail as a businessman. He 

did, however, sometimes use his know-how of manual labour in an advantageous way to 

show superiority, remarking, “A man who can’t handle tools is not a man” (Miller 34). Also, 

when talking to Ben about Charley, he says, “Between him and his son Bernard they can’t 

hammer a nail!” (Miller 40). However, society’s expectations took the upper hand, and Willy, 

in his contradictory way, showed disdain towards anything that did not fit into the scope of 

business success. On one occasion he complained to Linda about the quality of some of the 

handiwork done on their house, “Goddam plumbing, oughta be sued, those people” (Miller 

52). Perhaps Willy’s confusion regarding his identity started at an earlier age with a father 
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who made and sold his own flutes, and a brother who found success quickly by finding 

diamonds in Africa (Miller 38, 40-41). Maybe he would have liked to follow in his father’s 

footsteps and use his hands. But then again, Ben was a role model that fit in with the 

expectations of modern society, having fulfilled everyone’s dream of being rich and 

respected. As a salesman, Willy had opted out of manual labour and decided to chase success 

as was expected of him. He was lucky to possess the handicraft skills he did; he was able to 

do a lot of renovations on the house, but expectations and pressure had made Willy forget his 

true needs (Miller 49, 57, 100). He had been sucked away from his purpose in life, and his 

creativity had been taken away from him. Deprived of manual labour, people feel a loss of 

identity and alienation from themselves. 

People Willy’s age appear to be caught between two generations. They once lived in a 

less competitive society and have since had to adjust to a fiery consumerist society. Willy 

spells it out well when he is about to get fired by his manager, the son of the late owner of the 

company, “In those days there was personality in it, Howard. There was respect, and 

comradeship, and gratitude in it. Today, it’s all cut and dried, and there’s no chance for 

bringing friendship to bear – or personality” (Miller 63-64). The encounter when Howard 

fires Willy appears to be trivial to Howard. He is in the middle of playing with his newly 

purchased wire recorder, and initially takes little notice of Willy. It does not seem as if he 

considers what this life-changing event could mean to Willy, but rather sees it as a good 

opportunity to get rid of dead weight. Willy has been a loyal employee of the Wagners’ for 

many years and had hopes of replacing his former manager, “If old man Wagner was alive I’d 

a been in charge of New York now!” (Miller 10). He must have felt that his years of work 

experience would suffice to get the job, and now he is getting fired by Wagner’s son who has 

less experience than he does. At the time of the appointment for the new management position 

and when Willy is fired, he is treated as a commodity. Even though Willy is an expert at 
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keeping up appearances, at times like this he shows how work and aspirations have resulted in 

alienation (Miller 66-68). 

Biff and Happy’s behaviour also results in alienation from others. Whereas Biff could 

not keep a job, Happy’s problem was that he was not able to keep a girlfriend. The reason for 

that could be that he viewed women as commodities, “The only trouble is, it gets like bowling 

or something. I just keep knockin’ them over and it doesn’t mean anything” (Miller 18). Biff, 

who realises that he does not want to be a businessman, has numerous setbacks but does not 

seem to be upset for the same reasons as Willy. Biff flunks math and never gets into college 

and has difficulties keeping a job (Miller 104). He looks himself in the mirror and realises that 

the reason why he is troubled is not the lack of success but the absence of doing what he 

loves. He explains to Willy what he really cares about: “The work and the food and time to sit 

and smoke” (Miller 105). 

 

3.2 Loneliness 
 

Willy occasionally mentions that he feels lonely, and his constant drive for success 

distances him from other people. He expected his own funeral to gather hordes of people who 

liked and admired him but only the nearest and dearest attend, to Linda’s dismay: “But where 

are all the people he knew? Maybe they blame him” (Miller 110). Seeing it from an alienated 

point of view, Willy had the affair with another woman since he felt lonely, and he had no one 

to talk to who really understood him (Miller 93). He tells Linda that he gets lonely when 

being alone on the road and when business is not going well, and when talking to her about it 

he drifts into a fantasy where he starts having a conversation with his mistress (Miller 29). By 

having the affair, he alienated himself from Linda, and eventually also from Biff who caught 

him cheating on her while visiting Willy in Boston (Miller 74, 94). This moment is a turning 

point for Biff. It does not matter that Willy tries to convince him that, “She’s nothing to me, 

Biff” (Miller 95). At the same time he admits why he committed adultery, “I was lonely, I 
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was terribly lonely” (Miller 95). Never does Willy give a reason for his loneliness or try to 

elaborate on it, and never does anyone ask for it either. Although he is surrounded both by 

acquaintances and loving family members, it gives a feeling of a society where everyone must 

look after themselves. A safety net for the less successful seems to be missing, and with each 

possible setback on the way towards success it is easy to feel hopeless and lonely. 

Willy’s hope of his sons following the same business path as himself leads to 

alienation with them too. The most obvious example is Biff, who has lost all faith in Willy’s 

unrealistic dreams, and in the end decides to leave and never come back (Miller 102). Even 

Willy’s prodigy, Happy, deserts and denies his father if something that is more important to 

him comes up.  While out for dinner with Biff and Willy, he meets some girls. The boys leave 

Willy behind to go out with the girls, and when the girls ask about Willy, Happy proclaims, 

“No, that’s not my father” (Miller 91). However, he also admits once when talking to Biff that 

he is not always as joyous as he pretends to be: “But then, it’s what I always wanted. My own 

apartment, a car, and plenty of women. And still, goddammit, I’m lonely” (Miller 17). Linda 

realises that Willy is unhappy and that he feels deserted, “Not one, not another living soul 

would have had the cruelty to walk out on that man in a restaurant!” (Miller 98). She 

reprimands Happy and Biff for their treatment of their father, and his subsequent feeling of 

loneliness, but she does not seem to have a remedy for it.  

At times Willy seems to reach out for help from the most unlikely people. He 

constantly needs to boast in Charley’s presence, and always compares Biff to Bernard, but at 

one point tells Bernard, who he rarely ever sees, “Let me talk to you – I got nobody to talk to” 

(Miller 73). He must have surprised Charley when he came to him for his regular visit to ask 

for money and said, “Charley, you’re the only friend I got” (Miller 77). Despite never taking 

any action to remedy the situation, there are times when Willy admits to himself that he is 

lonely. It sometimes occurs in a dreamy state when he is talking to himself through Ben, “I’ve 
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got nobody to talk to, Ben…” (Miller 100). Willy has the highest hopes of them all, and 

maybe that is why he suffers the most when things go against him.  

 

3.3 Escapism 
 

The feeling of loneliness makes people who have been influenced by pop culture turn 

to media and entertainment as a diversion or escape from alienation. The dehumanised Loman 

family have lost their identities and contradict themselves instead of facing facts as it is easier 

to bear than realising that you are a failure. Willy is at times close to realising that he should 

stop living the life of a salesman, and instead seek happiness elsewhere, “You wait, kid, 

before it’s all over we’re gonna get a little place out in the country, and I’ll raise some 

vegetables, a couple of chickens…” (Miller 56). However, his life is like a switch that keeps 

being turned on and off, or a nightmare that he does not wake up from. As soon as he 

expresses things that bring him down, he quickly remarks how great everything is. Every time 

he hears of someone in his family failing, he starts fantasising about other things; he does not 

want to face facts or reality. His whole life comes out as a contradiction, and perhaps because 

of that the whole play has a delirious feel to it. For example, one minute Willy thinks of Biff 

as being idle, “The trouble is he’s lazy, goddammit!” (Miller 11). A minute later he instead 

exclaims, “There’s one thing about Biff – he’s not lazy” (Miller 11). On another occasion he 

cherishes his own car: “Chevrolet, Linda, is the greatest car ever built” (Miller 26). Shortly 

afterwards he snubs it, “That goddam Chevrolet, they ought to prohibit the manufacture of 

that car!” (Miller 28). At one point he realises that he does not have a close relationship with 

his current boss, “…that Howard, he don’t appreciate” (Miller 10). However, after some 

imaginary good news from Biff, he quickly forgets and praises himself once again, “I’m 

gonna knock Howard for a loop, kid. I’ll get an advance, and I’ll come home with a New 

York job” (Miller 57).  
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Many may assume that Willy is getting old and that he is going crazy, but the fact is 

that he is not the only character to contradict himself in the play. Other characters do it in a 

less evident way or they tell lies, which have the same outcome as Willy’s contradicting 

statements, as the characters are also not being honest with themselves. Just like the male 

members of the Loman family, Linda also contradicts herself. Not so much in what she says 

but more in the way she behaves. She stands out as the family member who is structured, 

quick-witted, and knows down to the cent how much the family owes. When Willy is back 

from a business trip and has a hard time admitting his lousy sales, Linda instantly figures out 

how much he has earned, “well, it makes seventy dollars and some pennies” (Miller 27). 

However, despite these strong traits she also contributes to the family not facing reality. She 

acknowledges that Willy is happy when he has high hopes and tends to reinforce his dreams 

rather than talk to him realistically about his issues. 

 Happy takes after his father in many ways; he uses lies to please himself and others, 

and he contradicts himself as well. He gives the impression to have lied so many times that he 

no longer seems to know who he is. He has no scruples pretending to be a champagne 

salesman and deceiving a girl that Biff is a professional football player only to impress her 

(Miller 79, Babcock 175-176). He contradicts himself when he says to Biff, “Like I’m not 

supposed to take bribes. Manufacturers offer me a hundred-dollar bill now and then to throw 

an order their way. You know how honest I am, but…” (Miller 19). Biff gave Happy a reality 

check when he refused to face the facts about his life being a big lie: “You big blow, are you 

the assistant buyer? You’re one of the two assistants to the assistant, aren’t you?” (Miller 

104). Since other people behave likewise, Willy’s behaviour may thus not be based on age or 

mental state but can rather be due to the effects of mass culture that require an individual to 

conform to the masses. 
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Willy’s aspiration in Death of a Salesman is to be successful; not necessarily 

successful in terms of wealth but to be well-liked, respected and recognised. He compares 

himself to others as there is a pressure in society to be successful, “No, no, some people – 

some people accomplish something” (Miller 10). Willy achieves respect and admiration from 

his family as Biff and Happy are growing up, but he likes to think that he is liked by everyone 

who knows him. The rest of the family seems to agree. When Biff flunks his math test, Linda 

tells him to ask Willy for help, “Oh, maybe Willy can talk to the teacher. Oh, the poor, poor 

boy!” (Miller 87). The assumption here is that Willy’s winning personality will be able to 

solve any problem including this one. 

This fallacy of believing that everything will work out because you assume you are 

well-liked and respected by everybody has several drawbacks. Firstly, it makes Willy not 

realise that his job as a salesman is at risk. After having been employed for thirty-four years 

(or thirty-six according to Linda), his salary has recently been taken away, and he is working 

on commission only (Miller 44, 64). Many people would probably perceive it as a message 

from the management that they need to work harder or that they are no longer needed. Willy, 

on the other hand, goes to his manager to negotiate a better deal where he would have an 

office job with a fixed monthly salary. Willy’s high expectations and refusal to face facts 

make him naïve and vulnerable. Success means everything to Willy, and he cannot accept 

either his own failure or that of his sons, especially Biff’s. The denial manifests itself as 

contradictions and lies since he senses that he is not able to live up to what is expected of him. 

 

3.4 Media 
 

According to the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, a mass culture society was the 

reason why people were drawn away from doing what gave them real meaning in life. 

Alienated people turned to pop culture for temporary relief and were influenced by 

advertising and celebrities. The characters in Death of a Salesman are all affected by this, to a 
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greater or lesser extent. The heroes that the characters look up to in the low-culture 

entertainment industry make them idle, and they view things in an abstract way. As a loyal 

pop culture citizen, Willy sees the importance of a well-liked celebrity for people to look up 

to. He not only surprises his boys by giving them a punching bag but points out that it has the 

famous boxer, Gene Tunney’s, signature on it (Miller 22). When Willy is in a quarrel about 

Biff’s future, he tells Linda, “Certain men just don’t get started till later in life. Like Thomas 

Edison, I think” (Miller 13). Willy must think that the inventor is someone to look up to, 

however, he never had to give a second thought about who Thomas Edison really was. The 

Frankfurt School would claim that the culture industry has succeeded in creating a person 

who enjoys media without questioning it. Happy also shows this reverence for celebrities. 

When he flirts with the girl at the restaurant one of his compliments is, “You ought to be on a 

magazine cover” (Miller 80). He is not only commenting on her beauty but also telling her 

that she is someone who others should idolise, showing the importance of society’s 

glorification. When Biff is having his most important football game, Willy compares him to 

the successful football player Red Grange when talking to Charley (Miller 70). The critical 

theorists would argue that it is the culture industry that is behind all these messages and that 

culture has been downgraded to a commodity. It is sold as a package of aspiration to the 

citizens, communicated through media channels, such as Hollywood movies and advertising. 

The message is plainly to work hard and imitate your successful heroes, and you will be 

admired as a hero or celebrity. There is a paradox of using a few individuals as model citizens 

for the rest of the population to admire. The authoritarian bureaucracy has created a 

movement where the masses give up their own individual uniqueness as they collectively and 

subconsciously strive to be like these heroes. Moreover, the bureaucracy has managed to 

create a societal structure where the rest of the population carries out the job for them, “the 

apparatus has a life of its own beyond the control of humans” (Appelrouth and Edles 93). 
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3.5 Consumerism 
 

The authoritarian bureaucracy’s control of people during their leisure time includes 

entertainment for the masses as well as consumerism, which is a recurrent theme in Death of 

a Salesman. At times it is obvious, as when Biff polishes his dad’s car, symbolizing the 

worship of things and the lust and pride for material items (Miller 13, 21, 101). On another 

occasion, Happy tells Biff how his boss squanders money on houses as if he were buying 

sweets: “He’s a good friend of mine, and he just built a terrific estate on Long Island. And he 

lived there about two months and sold it, and now he’s building another one” (Miller 17). 

Willy’s manager, Howard, shows how materialistic the capitalist society has turned when he 

is demonstrating his newly bought wire recorder, “I tell you, Willy, I’m gonna take my 

camera, and my bandsaw, and all my hobbies, and out they go” (Miller 61). However, there 

are also less obvious examples of consumerism in the play that illustrate the Frankfurt School 

description of the citizen acting by default as part of the mass culture. As seen earlier, there 

are other reasons why Willy could be cheating on his wife but from a Frankfurt School point 

of view one is consumerism, which drives people to always desire more. To Willy one 

woman was not enough, and the commodification of culture can thus be applied also to 

humans (Miller 30). The Loman family is constantly struggling to keep up with their expenses 

due to Willy’s deteriorating sales. Willy feels it and tells Linda, “I get the feeling that I’ll 

never sell anything again, that I won’t make a living for you, or a business, a business for the 

boys” (Miller 29). For a while Willy has lived on commission only from his company and 

Linda is aware of the pressure on his shoulders as he is chasing to get the money to pay the 

bills: “And what goes through a man’s mind, driving seven hundred miles home without 

having earned a cent?” (Miller 45). Linda is the family’s financial trustee and reminds Willy 

of the breaking refrigerator, washing-machine, vacuum cleaner, the insurance premium, and 

maintenance on the house and the car. They are short of money and none of the products they 
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purchase are paid for upfront, yet they decide to buy a fridge based only on what they had 

seen in an advertisement, “They got the biggest ads of any of them!” (Miller 27). When they 

later find that the refrigerator they bought was of poor quality Willy complains, “I told you 

we should’ve bought a well-advertised machine” (Miller 27-28, 56-57). On the one hand 

Willy is affected by advertisements, and on the other hand he realises that he is being 

controlled when things break down, “They time those things. They time them so when you 

finally paid for them, they’re used up” (Miller 57). Still, he is stuck in the vicious circle of 

consumerism, and the family decides to buy things they cannot afford. Financial struggles 

combined with an ideology that enticed consumption created a society where people were too 

busy surviving rather than forging plans to revolt. 

 

3.6 Competition 
 

According to Marx, alienated people with lost identities results in a more estranged 

society (Horowitz). To the critical theorists, this manifested itself as standardised products 

and entertainment that competed for the attention of worn-out citizens, and where people 

conformed and behaved in a similar fashion. Willy blames the fierce competition on a 

growing population, “There’s more people! That’s what’s ruining this country! Population is 

getting out of control. The competition is maddening!” (Miller 12). Most of the main 

characters fight competition in various ways. Happy is convinced that he is the shrewdest in 

his office, and in his desire to get rid of his managers he dates their fiancées and fantasises 

about knocking them down (Miller 19). Willy sees his neighbour Charley, who has his own 

business, as a perpetual antagonist. Willy tells Happy that he will start his own business so 

that he can work from home. Happy is thrilled and asks if he will be like Uncle Charley, 

whereupon Willy replies, “Bigger than Uncle Charley! Because Charley is not – liked. He’s 

liked, but he’s not – well liked” (Miller 23). Here Willy shows that success is not enough to 

him, and that being recognised and having a reputation are perhaps even more important. 
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Despite Charley’s son, Bernard, helping Biff with his schoolwork, Willy turns him into a 

competitor as well, “…Bernard can get the best marks in school, y’understand, but when he 

gets out in the business world, y’understand, you are going to be five times ahead of him. 

Because the man who makes an appearance in the business world, the man who creates 

personal interests, is the man who gets ahead” (Miller 25). Willy’s competitive mind pushes 

him to try to help Biff become successful. However, it ultimately leads to Willy committing 

suicide in order for his family to receive his life insurance so that Biff and Happy can start a 

business together. Willy is willing to end his life in order for Biff to once again be at the top 

of the game, “When the mail comes he’ll be ahead of Bernard again” (Miller 107). 

In Willy’s imaginary world, his deceased and successful brother, Ben, teaches Biff a 

life lesson, “Never fight fair with a stranger, boy. You’ll never get out of the jungle that way” 

(Miller 38). Ben had moved to Africa at an early age, and his mention of the African jungle 

could be seen as a direct comparison to the murderous climate Willy experiences as a middle-

classed businessman in the US in the 1940s (Miller 12, 40). Willy would probably legitimize 

his sons’ thievery by saying that they are doing what it takes to make it in the business world. 

He would most certainly argue that you need to be forceful to stand out from the crowd when 

the law of the jungle prevails. Nevertheless, he had his doubts about parenting when talking to 

Ben: “Oh, Ben, that’s good to hear! Because sometimes I’m afraid that I’m not teaching them 

the right kind of—Ben, how should I teach them?” (Miller 40). However, just minutes earlier 

he was convinced that he was doing it the right way, “That’s just the way I’m bringing them 

up, Ben— rugged, well liked, all-around” (Miller 38). Especially for Biff, this upbringing has 

dire consequences. Already at a young age, Biff shows strong traits of alienation from others 

when playing football. He is trying to impress Willy by telling him that he will go against the 

team’s tactics by scoring on his own. Willy is passionate and does not reflect on Happy’s 

reply to Biff, “You’re supposed to pass” (Miller 24). Willy had no great objections either 
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when he earlier had found out that Biff had stolen a ball to practice (Miller 23). When Charley 

complains about Biff and Happy stealing sand that Willy needs to rebuild the front stoop of 

the house, Willy ignores it and responds, “You shoulda seen the lumber they brought home 

last week. At least a dozen six-by-tens worth all kinds of money” (Miller 39). When leaving 

Brooklyn and moving out West, Biff eventually admits to his family that he was in jail after 

having stolen a suit in Kansas (Miller 104). To top things off, Biff steals a luxury fountain pen 

from his former boss, Bill Oliver, after waiting six hours to meet with him and getting 

snubbed (Miller 82). Willy, who enters his fantasy world after realising that Biff never had a 

meeting with Oliver, ignores the theft and prompts Biff to go and meet Oliver again and tell 

him about the pen, “You give it to him and tell him it was an oversight!” (Miller 88). Always 

having pretended that he never stole anything, but only borrowed things, Biff finally has an 

eye-opener: “And I looked at the pen and said to myself, what the hell am I grabbing this for? 

Why am I trying to become what I don’t want to be?” (Miller 105). The competition of logic 

has legitimized theft to both Biff and Happy as they are encouraged by their excessively 

ambitious father. 

 

3.7 Law of Success 
 

Whereas mass culture has formed Willy into a mercenary who is loyal to the cause 

until his death, the system appears to have flaws as Biff wants to break away from it. Unlike 

his father, Biff has had a taste of blue-collar jobs that have opened his eyes and made him feel 

happy despite the lack of the kind of success that was expected of him. Biff may have felt less 

alienated and content doing what he liked but would never be able to live a fully free life as 

he would always be surrounded by mass culture. The Frankfurt School’s critical theory does 

not offer a clear-cut explanation as to why the characters cannot break the burdens of mass 

culture. On the contrary, its members would probably disagree with the possibility of 

escaping it. At Willy’s funeral Linda is bewildered as to why he decided to commit suicide, “I 
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can’t understand it. At this time especially. First time in thirty-five years we were just about 

free and clear” (Miller 110). The freedom Linda refers to is the fact that they had finally paid 

off the mortgage on their house and that Willy did not owe the dentist any money (Miller 57, 

110). Willy was aware of that as Linda reminded him of their finances from time to time, but 

it confirms that money was never Willy’s ultimate dream. When he lost his job, he felt like a 

failure but had come up with a brilliant idea of how to restore the family name. He would let 

Biff cash in on his life insurance so that he could use the money to have a successful business 

career (Miller 107). What Linda does not realise is that Willy would never have felt free had 

he still been alive. According to Miller’s understanding of the law of success, the only way 

for Willy to reach freedom was if he no longer lived. Willy would have kept on chasing after 

success for himself or his offspring until he had eventually died an unhappy, natural death. 

Biff summarises it, “He had the wrong dreams. All, all, wrong” (Miller 110). At the funeral 

they all remember how he had loved manual labour, “He was a happy man with a batch of 

cement” (Miller 110). They blame his illusional dreams for his death, whereas the Frankfurt 

School criticises the society that creates the dreams that deprived people like Willy from the 

life he could have lived. Biff went against the flow, but again, the Frankfurt School would 

argue that he could never be free either. All pressure had been on Biff growing up to be 

successful later in life. When he flunked his math test, Linda exclaimed, “He’s gotta go to the 

university” (Miller 87). Ironically, Willy told young Biff, “Never leave a job till you’re 

finished – remember that” (Miller 22). However, moving away from home and constantly 

losing jobs makes him realise that neither he nor Willy will ever be successful. Biff tells 

Willy in an argument when trying to convince his father that they are not special, and that 

everyone is aspiring for the same thing, “Pop! I’m a dime a dozen, and so are you!” (Miller 

105). 
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4. Conclusion 
 

When analysing Death of a Salesman from a Frankfurt School point of view, it 

becomes clear that choosing the main character to be a salesman was a brilliant move on 

Arthur Miller’s part. The profession of a salesman encompasses consumerism, loneliness, and 

fierce competition, which are all components that the Frankfurt School considered to be part 

of mass culture. In Willy’s case it also meant alienation as he was selling something that he 

did not produce himself. Perhaps Arthur Miller chose never to reveal what product Willy sells 

to emphasize his protagonist’s lack of connection to it. An authoritarian bureaucracy 

eliminates individuality and rational thinking and thus reduces people to commodities. This is 

done through large corporations that offer an abundance of mass-produced products, and 

therefore individual skills are no longer required as a throw-away society is promoted. A 

constant flow of entertainment, consumption and faith in success keeps people happy. Using 

uniqueness as a decoy to differentiate among the vast range of similar products available on 

the market, people are conformed by these messages from celebrities and advertising to aspire 

for success. Contradictory to Karl Marx’s anticipation of a revolution by the working class, 

the alienated American middle-class of the mid-20th century competed against each other for 

the small chance of becoming successful. Furthermore, alienation combined with trash media 

made people lethargic and unlikely to start a revolt. Failure to succeed meant ostracism, 

loneliness, and further estrangement. People were caught in a vicious cycle where 

estrangement from others was fed with more alienation through the conformation of the 

masses to compete for success and society’s reduced need for skilled labour. Happiness could 

have been achieved by those who could fall back on individual skills but only if those 

complied with the expectations of society. Marx had argued that the worker could only be 

emancipated through a revolution. The critical theorists advocated that freedom for the 
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individual could be reached through education, and Arthur Miller’s law of success suggests 

death as a way out. 

A first impression of Willy is that he is arrogant, yet insecure at the same time. 

However, the critical theorists would view Willy as the perfect commodity created by mass 

culture. He is not himself and has forgotten about his true needs, like many of the other 

characters in the play. They follow a blueprint of what the masses are expected to be. Willy is 

the archetype of mass culture as he can do manual labour and seems happy when doing it yet 

chooses not to. He is supposed to aspire to success like everyone else, and when he has his 

doubts, he quickly subdues them. Mass culture has turned a hard-working man into someone 

who questions his own existence, which he tries to restore by having fantasy talks with his 

deceased brother. A system has been created that is full of contradictions and false hopes that 

people cling to. Willy’s daydreams are a result of this; they are diversions and an escape from 

reality. Just as one can turn on the TV to temporarily forget about problems and feel 

happiness, Willy turns to his fantasy world. Linda is realistic about the family’s financial 

situation yet does not face reality when it comes to Willy’s self-destructive behaviour. 

Willy ends up being caught in a vicious circle where he feels unhappy and alienated 

but only focuses on being respected and well-liked by the rest of society. Never coming to 

terms with how to deal with the failure of losing his job and having unsuccessful sons, his 

only way out is suicide. However, as a loyal citizen he makes sure to pass on his legacy to 

Biff to secure his future success. As other characters, particularly Happy and even Biff, show 

alienation and loneliness as well, the conclusion is that Willy is not alone in feeling the effects 

of the culture industry; they are all products of the apparatus. The characters in Death of a 

Salesman choose mass culture over individual freedom as failure is not an option. Failure 

means exclusion from society and a tragic death and is never an alternative as success has 

been indoctrinated in the minds of the masses. Biff might seem to contradict this theory, but 
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he is just, “…a dime a dozen…” (Miller 105). He is just like everyone else, as Biff tells Willy. 

Perhaps Willy would live a happy life doing manual labour and dying a natural death in a 

society without mass culture. As it turns out he succumbs to the law of success of the cultural 

industry, but no one will ever be convicted for his death. 
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