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Abstract  

This essay aims to analyze the play Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller from an 

Althusserian perspective, focusing on his theory on ideology and ideological 

apparatuses. The theory has been implemented by analyzing the main characters 

individually to decipher their ideological views and how they have been subjects of 

interpellation. Furthermore, this essay will attempt to examine which ideological 

apparatuses are displayed in the play and how they have influenced the characters. 

According to this interpretation of the play, they all believe success is reachable for 

everybody, depending on their status and how well-liked and admired they are. Their 

ideological views differ slightly among each character; however, the fundamental idea 

that a man is worthy and accomplished only through success is shared by everyone. The 

ideology that is predominant in the family can be described as the “American dream”. 

The conclusion is that the most influential interpellation that occurs in the play is from 

the family ideology apparatus, and that the interpretation of the ideology embraced by 

the family is what makes them fail to achieve their dreams. 
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Introduction  
Death of a Salesman is much more than just a play. It has underlining messages and can 

be interpreted in many different ways. Willy Loman, the protagonist of the play, is a 

man with many struggles. He is the father of two sons, Happy and Biff, and a husband 

who seems lost in his ways. The play is about him and the last 24 hours of his life with 

his family. Willy has dreams; he dreams of success, status, popularity, and being a 

striving businessman. However, he appears to have the wrong ideas about how to 

achieve these things. The pressure he endures to reach these goals is passed on to his 

sons, and he demands nothing less than his own expectations. Willy focuses mostly on 

how he is perceived by others and has a false image of himself that he tries to impose on 

others; he wants them to believe he is a well-liked, popular man with all the traits of 

character that are needed to reach success. 

Willy believes that much of one’s success stems from how well-liked one is and 

therefore tries to fit the description. His father and brother, who seem to be his role 

models in life, have both achieved success, thereby reinforcing his belief that the dream 

is more achievable for him than it may be. Willy tends to have imaginary conversations 

with his brother and reminisce of earlier times in his life when success felt more 

achievable, which gives the impression that he is trying to deflect from feeling like a 

failure. His eternal wish for success makes his oldest son resent him, and his youngest 

son prevents himself from finding his own dream to pursue his father’s eternal wish. A 

common imaginary construction in American society is to strive for the American 

Dream. Americans are constantly exposed to institutions that encourages this idea from 

the moment they are born. The author of the play, Arthur Miller, believed that the 

American dream was about hope and the opportunity to live freely. He disagreed with 

society's understanding of the American Dream, which often implies that the dream is 
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about wealth and consumer culture (Sterling 38). Ironically, he produces a play where 

the protagonist is pursuing what seems to be society’s understanding of the American 

Dream. However, the dream does not only represent hope and opportunity to live freely, 

Lawrence R. Samuel writes that the dream has many different meanings than people 

might think; it also represents "[…] equal opportunity, limitless possibilities, a better 

and happier future, a home of one’s own […] For me, it is the devout belief that 

tomorrow can and will be better than today that best defines the American dream" (The 

American Dream : a cultural history). The dream for Willy does not represent any of the 

factors mentioned above, he has distorted it to the extent that it has become a dream to 

achieve something unreasonable that eventually destroys his family. His wife, Linda, is 

always concerned about his well-being, and by always trying to please him, she puts his 

happiness over her own. After realizing that the dream of success is too far away, Willy 

takes his own life. 

The play will be analyzed through the lens of Althusser’s theory. He has had a 

major influence on British and American literature as well as cultural criticism since the 

1970s (Ferretter 6). A key term in Althusser’s theory is ideology. He claims that 

ideology is inescapable and that we are exposed to it as early as birth. An individual is 

considered to be subject to ideology and is constantly exposed to it through 

interpellation, implying that these ideological views exist everywhere and that 

individuals constantly convey their ideological views. Through ideological state 

apparatuses, such as education, media, family, and so on, individuals are subconsciously 

absorbing different ideologies that might appear natural and their own way of thinking. 

This essay will attempt to identify the ideological views of the characters in the play. 

Additionally, it will analyze which ideological apparatuses might have influenced them 

through interpellation into the ideologies they convey. 
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Theoretical framework 

Marxism 

The philosophy of Marxism was developed during the mid-nineteenth century. The 

originators of this school of thought were the German philosopher, Karl Marx, and the 

German sociologist, Friedrich Engels. The philosophy aimed to achieve a classless 

society. Marxism is a materialist philosophy, meaning it attempts to "explain things 

without assuming the existence of a world or forces beyond the natural world around us, 

and the society we live in" (Barry 156). Everything that exists is material, and 

everything around us is the result of material interactions. The theory believes that 

everything has a logical, scientific explanation, unlike an idealist philosophy that could 

believe there is an explanation through other non-material factors, for example, religion. 

Most philosophies strive to understand the world, whereas Marxism aspires to change it 

(Barry 157). 

A model that Marx uses to explain the system in the society relies on the concepts 

base and superstructure. The base consists of the material means of production, 

distribution, and exchange, whereas the superstructure consists of the cultural world of 

ideas such as art, religion, law, and so on (Barry 158). The Marxist view is that the 

cultural elements are a result of and determined by the economic base. This is an 

essential part of Marxism and is referred to as economic determinism (Barry 158). The 

general theory of Marxist literary criticism suggests that a writer’s work is an 

expression of their ideology and social context. A writer’s work is not innocent nor 

produced by imagination, but rather formed and determined by their social class, values, 

and outlook on life. 
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Althusser 

The Marxist view on literature evolved throughout the years, with different individuals 

influencing Marxism with additional theories. Louis Althusser’s ideas in literary theory 

are some of the most influential views in Marxism. Althusser was a French Marxist 

philosopher who focused on enabling a much more subtle view of society than the 

traditional Marxist view. He introduced the idea that ideological power has more 

influence than material power, which is implied by the traditional Marxist view (Barry 

165). Force does not come from one source, which Marxism traditionally believes is the 

economy. Thus, the superstructure is not only determined by the nature of the economic 

base but also by many other sources simultaneously. Althusser explains this by using 

the concept over-determinism. Over-determinism is a key term in Althusser’s theory 

and refers to an effect caused by many different factors, rather than one (Barry 163). 

Furthermore, relative autonomy is another concept used by Althusser to explain the 

theory of base and superstructure. It explains that, regardless of the connection between 

culture and economics, art is independent of economic forces (Barry 163). 

Moreover, another key term in Althusser’s theory is ideology. Ideology has more 

importance than what is implied in earlier Marxist theories. It is a term for a system of 

representations that are formed by ideas, concepts, and myths that are "endowed with an 

existence and an historical role at the heart of a given society" (Barry 163). 

Furthermore, to clarify his theory of ideology, Althusser begins with explaining Karl 

Marx's views on the concept of ideology in The German Ideology. The fundamental 

idea, according to Marx, was that ideology is a system of ideas or imaginations that 

determine an individual’s or a group's way of thinking in a society. Furthermore, Marx 

believed that this system of ideas was composed of imaginary constructions, or 
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illusions, that had their cause in an individual’s real conditions of existence. Imaginary 

constructions suggest that the ideologies are not a copy of the existing world but rather a 

constructed and false image of reality. Thus, ideology does not correspond with real 

reality; it does, however, allude to reality. With the right interpretation of the ideology, 

one can find the real world beneath the ideology's surface (Wirén 29). 

This leads to another question: why does a human need to imagine their 

conditions of existence? After contemplating different answers, Althusser claims that 

the original statement is inaccurate and misaligned. Althusser argues that the more 

accurate thesis of ideology is that "Ideology is a representation of the imaginary 

relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence" (Althusser). He means 

that alleging that ideology would be a construed and fake image of one’s real conditions 

of existence is incorrect, because the existing relations of production are between the 

individual and their real conditions of existence. Individuals' experiences and 

representations of their real conditions of existence are structured by the representations 

that relations of products create (Wirén 30). This implies that all ideology represents "in 

its necessarily imaginary distortion, not the existing relations of production (and the 

other relations that derive from them), but above all the (imaginary) relationship of 

individuals to the relations of production and the relations that derive from them" 

(Althusser).  

A further thought about ideology is that it has a material existence and that it 

always exists in an ideological apparatus. Althusser explains this by stating that all 

subjects have a consciousness that encloses the ideas of their beliefs. Thus, the material 

attitude and action of the subject’s ideological view follow. An individual will behave a 

certain way, follow certain practical attitudes, and engage in regular practices that 

derive from the ideology apparatus of the ideology the subject has freely and 
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consciously chosen. For instance, if one believes in God and considers themselves to be 

Christian, they most likely go to church, pray, kneel, and so on (Althusser).  

An important topic of discussion in Althusser’s theory is the state apparatus (SA) 

and the ideological state apparatus (ISA). In Marxist theory, SA includes the 

government, the army, the police, the courts, prisons, etcetera. Althusser refers to these 

institutions as repressive state apparatuses because they "function by violence". He 

emphasizes the importance of not confusing repressive state apparatuses with 

ideological state apparatuses. Ideological state apparatuses function mainly from 

ideology. Some of the ideological state apparatuses are the religious ISA, the 

educational ISA, the family ISA, the political ISA, the communication ISA, and the 

cultural ISA (literature, art, sports, etc.), among others (Althusser). Another distinction 

between these two is that the SA belongs to the public domain, whereas ISAs are 

mainly in the private domain. However, although ideological state apparatuses function 

mainly from ideology, they also function secondarily from repression. For instance, 

while schools, churches, and families convey their ideologies, they also have 

punishments for individuals that do not obey the ideologies they convey as a way of 

disciplining "their flocks" (Althusser). Furthermore, Althusser acknowledges that the 

ISAs "may be not only the stake, but also the site of class struggle, and often of bitter 

forms of class struggle" (Althusser). 

Moreover, the idea that individuals think they are choosing freely is called 

interpellation. Althusser indicates that capitalism also maneuvers through interpellation. 

When that is not the case, democracy gives people the idea of choosing freely. The 

difference in political power when people are choosing in contrast to when they are in 

power is distinct, which implies that individuals do not truly know what they are 

choosing (Barry 164). Furthermore, interpellation can also be applied to how 



 

7 

 

individuals view themselves as free and independent of social forces; interpellation 

"accounts for the operation of control structures not maintained by physical force. And 

hence for the perpetuation of a social set-up that concentrates wealth and power in the 

hands of a few" (Barry 164). Individuals are the subject of ideology; there is no 

ideology except by the subject and for the subject (Althusser). Individuals are subjects 

from birth and have expectations placed on them even before they are born. For 

example, it is expected and often occurs that a child will bear their father’s name; hence, 

they already have an irreplaceable identity and are put into a certain family ideology. 

The subjects often accept their ideological construction as natural. Furthermore, another 

example by Althusser is that the reader and the writer of a text are subjects, and 

therefore ideological subjects (Althusser). 

The subjects are often victims of a concept referred to as “hegemony”. That is 

when these cultural and ideological views and beliefs are imposed on the subject, not 

through coercion but through a process of negotiation and consent with the help of 

cultural institutions and practices such as the media, education, religion, and arts. These 

institutions, which are groups that have dominance and power, persuade the subordinate 

group to believe that these beliefs and values are the right way to think and the norm. 

This is how institutions and practices establish a cultural framework and reinforce their 

power and privileges. Thus, individuals that are considered ideological subjects are 

exposed to interpellation (Williams 93–95). The Italian Marxist Anthony Gramsci also 

emphasized this theory in his work. According to Gramsci, the distinction between rule 

and hegemony is that rule can be described as direct political control that sometimes 

uses force, while hegemony is "the whole lived social process as practically organized 

by specific and dominant meanings, values and beliefs of a kind which can be 

abstracted as a "world-view" or "class outlook" (qtd. in Barry 164). 
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Death of a Salesman  

The writer of this play, Arthur Miller, was born into a Jewish family in 1915 in New 

York City (Hays, Nicholsen 4). The play Death of a Salesman premiered on February 

10, 1949, and was very successful (7). Arthur Miller might have been influenced by his 

reality when writing this play. He and his family were severely affected by the Great 

Depression in the 1930s. Their family’s company went into bankruptcy, and they were 

forced to move into a smaller house. According to Hays and Nicholsen, Miller states 

that the Great Depression "was only incidentally a matter of money. Rather, it was a 

moral catastrophe, a violent revelation of the hypocrisies behind the façade of American 

society"; people in America blamed a great deal on the country, however, and on 

themselves for their insufficient hard work. There were different cases where suicides 

occurred, and Miller asserts that these people were "profound believers in the American 

Dream. The day the money stopped; their identity was gone" (qtd. In Hays and 

Nicholsen 11). 

The Depression caused huge unemployment in the country and put people on 

welfare. It flawed the reliability of the capitalist system and revealed that hard work 

might not equal success, hence revealing that the American Dream might not be as valid 

as implied (Hays and Nicholsen 11). This made Miller devote more of his life to 

Marxist thinking, and that is reflected in his work. He felt like communism would bring 

a more honorable system that would eliminate the class differences in society between 

the rich and the poor. He continued to be a dedicated Marxist but not a member of the 

Communist Party (12). Miller tended to maintain the idea of the American dream while 

simultaneously "attacking and revealing the gross deficiencies of the materialistic 



 

9 

 

values and cultural myths that have traditionally defined and limited American society’s 

understanding of the American dream" (Sterling 37). He believed that the dream was 

more than the American dream. The dream had more to do with hope and the 

opportunity to live freely than it did with wealth and consumer culture. Furthermore, 

these thoughts are reflected in his work, and as a social dramatist, he could "ultimately 

examine the whole of society—and the world—through his focus on a particular family, 

or a single individual, conflict in a play" (Sterling 38). 

As mentioned earlier, Miller’s tendency to criticize the idea of the American 

dream is illustrated in the play Death of a Salesman. Willy Loman is portrayed as a man 

who would work hard and is determined to achieve success and wealth, reminiscing of 

the American Dream; however, he is not capable of achieving it and becomes so 

frustrated that he takes his own life. Arguably, this is one of the messages of the play. 

Nevertheless, Miller’s conception that the American dream can be wrongly interpreted 

is not infrequent. Another complementary perspective related to the idea of the 

American dream is that it is used to implant a sense of hope for social mobility in the 

American working class. This will make individuals and members "continue their 

participation and belief in the dream, which serves to perpetuate the dream, thereby 

perpetuating the stratification of a class system” (Dermo 9). Another view of the 

American dream is that it is "the ideology of capitalism itself" and that Willy Loman 

has been discriminated against by the system (Mujahidah and Wardani 275). Willy is 

not considered to be in a position in society to reach the American dream, and therefore 

being convinced that he can is a way for capitalism to maintain control over the 

economic structure in society. However, the reason he did not achieve the success he 

wanted is debatable. Willy did not necessarily fail due to his being a member of the 

working class but rather because of how he interpreted the path to success. 
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The American identity, which is rooted in the American dream, is about "the 

collective values of equal opportunity and the pursuit of happiness as stated in the 

American Declaration of Independence" (Mujhidah & Wardani 274). American success 

is supposed to be equally attainable through hard work and perseverance for everyone. 

Willy seems to believe that it is attainable; however, he has different perceptions of how 

to achieve it. He is much more focused on how he is perceived rather than working 

hard. Additionally, the American dream can be explained as a "socially shared set of 

ideals that expresses the values and attitudes needed by groups of people in order to 

make a living by the means available in their time" (Cortina and Lenkerd 249). 

Furthermore, an individual’s social characteristics are attitudes and values that have 

been internalized and become an important part of their personality (249). The Loman 

family share most of their values and attitudes related to ideology. The internalization 

that has occurred and become a part of their personalities and has made them have 

equivalent values is essentially an illustration of Althusser’s concept of interpellation. 

Through different ideological apparatuses such as education, socialization, and family, 

the Lomans have incorporated world views that have made their lives difficult. The 

family shares the same ideas and attitudes toward financial success, and it appears to be 

a generational legacy.  

Biff struggles with the idea of who he is; he is unsure of what he wants and what 

he should do. An individual is not taught to be a "self-conscious agent." The different 

ISAs teach individuals how to be a good son, a prosperous schoolchild, a businessman, 

and so on (Azam 117). This results in individuals just following the instructions they are 

given rather than understanding what they want for themselves. Furthermore, according 

to Azam, "individuals develop a particular perspective or worldview based on the 

socialization they receive, initially from their parents, and later from friends or other 
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influential people" (8). In the play, family ideology is an important theme, as Willy and 

his sons are influenced by their family and have expectations due to the family they 

were born into. 

The American dream is seen as a natural phenomenon that is passed on from 

generation to generation, both consciously and unconsciously (Azam 6). Arguably, the 

idea of the American dream is advertised through many different ISAs, such as media, 

entertainment, and education. However, other dreams and ideas, such as being a self-

made man and Orientalism, are shown in the play. For instance, Ben, who went to 

Africa and made a fortune, represents a self-made man and the concept of orientalism 

too. Orientalism operates as an apparatus that gives an image of the people, landscapes, 

and nature of the Orient (Said 62). A more common explanation of the word orientalism 

is that it is a way of thinking that is based on ontological and epistemological 

differences between the Orient and the Occident, which is most often the West. This has 

led to many writers, novelists, poets, philosophers, and political theoreticians who have 

accepted this difference between the Orient and the Occident and made it the point of 

departure for their theories, epos, novels, and political statements about the Orient (Said 

63). This concept can be associated to Ben’s adventure of going to Africa for diamonds 

and is part of an ideological apparatus that is presented in the play. 

People do not question the patterns that exist in society or life; due to institutions 

(such as the SAs and ISAs) that utilize control through predefined patterns, it is 

considered natural, and individuals just participate. The pattern in America is to go to 

school, get a job, work hard to earn a living, buy a house, have children, and so on 

(Azam 5). This pattern is expected. Nevertheless, when the ideas and imaginary rules 

that would lead to success do not operate as they should and the sense of failure 

progressively takes over Willy’s mind, he ends up committing suicide. However, his 
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ideology passes on to one of his sons, while the other one lets the generational ideology 

go. 

 

Analysis 

“An air of the dream clings to the place, a dream rising out of reality” (Miller 1).  

Willy Loman, the protagonist of the play, has a dream of financial success 

and achieving the American dream. Throughout his life, his dreams become less 

attainable and slowly rise out of reality. He dreams of being a prosperous 

businessman who has status and power. Willy appears to believe that success 

determines a man’s worthiness and is therefore persistently trying to convey an 

image of himself that is not accurate. Willy is convinced that these characteristics 

he is applying to himself are what will make people believe he is the man he 

wants to be. Furthermore, Willy is not content with his economic situation. The 

initial indication of this is his complaint about having to work a lifetime to pay off 

a house that ends up being empty (Miller 10). When his wife responds that this is 

a part of life, he answers, "No, no, some people – some people accomplish 

something" (10), implying that he has not accomplished something. The same 

dissatisfaction he experiences with his own life circumstances, he expresses about 

his oldest son, Biff. Willy diminishes Biff because he does not live how he is 

supposed to, according to Willy, and because he does not make enough money. 

As his wife, Linda, explains to him that he is seeking his own identity and trying 

to find his way in life, he responds by saying: 
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How can he find himself on a farm? Is that a life? A farmhand? In the 

beginning, when he was young, I thought well, a young man, it’s good for 

him to trap around, take a lot of different jobs. But it’s more than ten years 

now and he has yet to make thirty-five dollars a week! (Miller 11).   

 

It is evident that Willy expects more from Biff. He does not consider Biff’s way 

of living acceptable. Here, some of his ideological views are revealed. The amount of 

money a man earns is important. Willy does not consider it admirable for a man to be 

working at a job that pays a living wage. Additionally, a man has not accomplished 

anything if he is paying off a house. Willy disclosed his views on how he perceives an 

accomplished man, which is wealth. However, Linda, who is defending Biff and is 

trying to explain to Willy that Biff is trying to find himself, does not seem to share the 

same ideological views. Whenever Willy speaks about the need to have more than what 

they have, she contradicts him by implying that they have enough. She is throughout the 

play constantly supportive, and protective of her husband and demands that her children 

respect him as a father and the man of the house. In a conversation between Biff and 

Linda, Linda is trying to explain to Biff that he cannot be in her life if he does not want 

to be in his father’s life, whereupon Biff answers that he can. Linda responds by saying, 

 

No. You can’t just come to see me because I love him. He’s the dearest man in 

the world to me, and I won’t have anyone making him feel unwanted and low and 

blue. […] Either he’s your father, and you pay him that respect, or else you are 

not to come here.” (Miller 43) 
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Linda is the ideal wife and woman who supports her husband through thick and 

thin. She is always supportive, protective, and encouraging of her husband. Linda is 

aware of his popularity and his struggles in business; however, unlike her children, she 

does not dishonor him. She still sees how he has fought for his family throughout the 

years and is always empathetic. She acknowledges that he is not the greatest man and 

has never made a lot of money, but he is human and deserves to be respected. 

Furthermore, she says that "A small man can be just as exhausted as a great man" 

(Miller 44). Her ways of being a wife have influenced the boys' expectations of how 

their future wives should be. They speak highly of her and consider her to be a very 

good wife to their father. They are searching for women who resembles her to marry. 

Happy says that he wants "... somebody with character, with resistance! Like Mom, 

y’know?" (Miller 19). 

Willy believes that a man’s success is facilitated by being well-liked. When he 

speaks of his son, he often mentions that he is well-liked and has "personal 

attractiveness," suggesting that it should be easy for him to succeed (Miller 11). Willy 

tends to reminisce about earlier times in his life throughout the play. On one occasion, 

he tells his sons that he will own a business in the future. His younger son Happy asks 

him, "Like Uncle Charlie?" to which Willy answers, "Bigger than Uncle Charley! 

Because Charley is not – liked. He’s liked, but he’s not – well-liked" (Miller 23). 

Moreover, when their neighbor visits them and talks to them about Biff having to study 

for the finals, Willy asks his sons if he is well-liked after he leaves. They answer that he 

is liked but not well-liked. In response, Willy says: 

 

That’s just what I mean, 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 
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times ahead of him […] Because the man who makes an appearance in the 

business world, the man who creates personal interest, is the man who gets ahead. 

Be liked and you will never want.” (Miller 26)  

  

An individual will behave in a certain way and follow certain practical attitudes 

that they believe derive from their ideology (Althusser). Willy is under the impression 

that a man only needs to be well-liked to become successful and accomplish things in 

life. This interpretation is emphasized by Biff’s claim to have not been "brought up to 

grub for money" (Miller 18). Willy has not prepared his children to work hard for 

money. They claim that they do not know how to do it. Willy has, however, passed on 

his own interpretation of how to achieve success to his sons, which is by being well-

liked and popular. 

This is displayed in an interaction between Biff and his father. At a younger age, 

Biff believed that his father was the man he portrayed himself to be — a well-liked, 

popular man. Similar to his father, Biff then believed that being a well-liked man was 

equal to worth, power, and status. He idolized his father and did everything to make him 

proud. When he did not pass his math class and would not get the grades to graduate, he 

went to visit his father, who worked out of town. He just decided to leave without 

notifying his father that he was coming. Biff is devastated that he failed math and is 

worried that he let Willy down. Furthermore, Biff wants Willy to speak to his teacher 

and convince him to give him the points so he can graduate. He says that 

 

[…] I begged him, Pop, but he won’t give me those points. You gotta talk to him 

before they close the school. Because if he saw the kind of man you are, and you 

just talked to him in your way, I’m sure he’d come through for me. […] Would 
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you talk to him? He’d like you, Pop. You know the way you could talk (Miller 

93). 

 

Here, it is apparent that Biff has embraced the same mindset as Willy. Biff, like 

his father, believes that how well one is liked and how they act determines their path in 

life. Evidently, Biff has been the subject of interpellation. His father has both 

consciously and subconsciously taught Biff his way of thinking, resulting in Biff 

believing that this is reality. This implies that even if he did fail his math class, his 

father could persuade his teacher to give him the points he needs to graduate based on 

the way he acts and how liked he is. 

Moreover, like Biff, Happy has internalized the same understanding of reality. A 

man with wealth and success is a man with status and power. In addition, a certain 

image is important to achieve something. On one occasion, Happy was trying make 

advances on some ladies in a restaurant. He feels the need to contrive fake carriers for 

himself and his brothers to impress the ladies. Happy pretends to own a champagne 

brand; he claims that he sells champagne and offers her a glass. When she was 

appreciative and thanks him for the drink, Happy replies, "Don’t mention it, it’s all 

company money" (Miller 80). Furthermore, when Biff arrives at the restaurant, he 

proceeds to alter his brother’s career too by saying that he is a professional football 

player who plays for a successful football team called the New York Giants (Miller 80). 

Happy asks if this lady has a friend for his brother and adds that "Biff is one of the 

greatest football players in the country" (Miller 81). This affirms that Happy believes 

the idea of them being successful will make them more likable and persuade the girls 

more.  



 

17 

 

This idea of a successful football career being attractive is not a perception that 

only the Lomans have. Football is a big part of American culture and one of the biggest 

sports in America. It is displayed on many different media sources, which often makes a 

talented football player famous and wealthy. They are considered valuable and, 

therefore, someone to admire. By the way, he is desired by the different universities 

solely because he is a talented football player, and how attracted and popular he is in 

school shows the culture of the society. When Happy speaks about how popular Biff is 

in school, he mentions that "there is a crowd of girls behind him every time the classes 

change" (Miller 24). Furthermore, the ladies at the restaurant were also impressed and 

went with them, which is another indication of how society sees the football carrier. It is 

an appealing career in society and indicates some form of status. It is the cultural 

ideology apparatus that has had an influence on how society sees football. It is also a 

part of the communication ideology ISA because it is one of the biggest sports in the 

media, and a person who is talented and successful in football is often perceived as a 

celebrity and respected by society. 

Furthermore, beyond portraying an image of oneself, the Lomans share the idea 

that behaving a certain way will facilitate success. Individuals' actions and attitudes will 

derive from their ideological views. On one occasion, Biff is going to try and get a job, 

and Willy’s advice to him is to "be quiet, fine, and serious" (Miller 51). He continues to 

say that personality is everything. In a conversation between Happy and Biff, Happy 

also tells Biff how he needs to behave to achieve success. He argues with his brother 

about him not pleasing people by behaving in a certain way, indicating that he did not 

get hired for a job because he whistled in an elevator. Happy says, "You don’t raise a 

guy to a responsible job who whistles in the elevator!" (Miller 47). Furthermore, he 
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mentions that Biff went swimming in the middle of the day and implies that it is not 

appropriate, and he says that in the business world, people think Biff is crazy. 

Biff has, throughout the play, been confused about what he wants. He has 

followed the life instructions that he has been taught are the way to live and tries to 

submit to the American pattern that includes going to school, getting a job, marrying, 

having children, and so on (Azam 5). In a conversation between Biff and his brother 

Happy, he gets asked if there is any future for him out there, to which Biff answers, "I 

don’t know what the future is. I don’t know what I’m supposed to want" (Miller 16). 

Biff explains that he has spent many years after high school trying different jobs to 

become successful. He deems it barely livable to work all year just to have the bare 

minimum. Biff expresses it as "to suffer fifty weeks of the year for the sake of a two-

week vacation" (Miller 16). He just wants to be outside and enjoy life without 

competing with anyone or always trying to reach success. Although he seems to know 

what he wants, he ends his explanation with "And still – that’s how you build a future" 

(Miller 16), implying that although that is not what he wants to do, that is what he needs 

to do to have a future. The theory of interpellation is illustrated through Biff’s 

uncertainty of what he wants to do with his life. He has, through interpellation, been 

convinced that this is the only right way to achieve happiness in life and to be a worthy 

man. However, he has his doubts about whether that is truly what he wants and what is 

meant for him, which indicates that it is not his own choice. 

Furthermore, his brother asks Biff if he likes working on the farm, and Biff gives 

a confusing answer where he speaks of the environment of the farm and how beautiful it 

is. That there is nothing more inspiring than "the sight of mare and new colt" (Miller 

16). However, he still believes that it has no meaning and that he is not getting 

anywhere in life. He refers to it as "playing around with horses" and does not think it 
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pays enough money (Miller 16). Biff thinks that he has wasted his life working on the 

farm. As a 34-year-old man, he believes that he should be doing something else and 

making his own future. His brother calls him an idealist, but Biff disagrees and refers to 

himself as a boy, saying, "No I’m mixed up very bad. Maybe I oughta get married. 

Maybe I oughta get stuck into something. Maybe that’s my trouble. I’m like a boy. I’m 

not married, I’m not in business, I just – I’m like a boy" (Miller 17). He has been taught 

that the American dream is the only path and, therefore, feels like a failure, even though 

he has worked with something he enjoys. Nonetheless, the response to his brother’s 

comments on how he should act to get a respectful job reveals that he is starting to 

deviate from the internalized ideas that have been displayed throughout the play. 

Although Biff has always been confused about what he is supposed to be, he has 

realized at this point that the dream that they are striving for is not for them. He says 

that they should be carpenters because "a carpenter is allowed to whistle "(Miller 48). 

The impression that he is not good enough might come from the way Biff was 

raised. He believed that success was easily accessible to him as a result of how he had 

been treated by his father as well as how he was treated in school. When Biff and Happy 

talked about their future and how to achieve success, Biff mentions that the problem for 

them is that they were not prepared properly; he says, "Hap, the trouble is we weren’t 

brought up to grub for money. I don’t know how to do it" (Miller 18). Furthermore, he 

was always reassured by his father that he would be successful, that he was well-liked, 

and that he would therefore be wealthy in all aspects of life. Biff was a talented football 

player in high school, and that gave the family the impression that he was already 

established for the future. Thus, when Willy was notified that Biff might not graduate, 

he argued, saying that he was offered three scholarships by three different universities 

and that it was impossible for the school to fail him (Miller 25). 
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Both the education system and family influenced Biff to believe that he would be 

successful without effort. As the oldest son and the firstborn, he endured a lot of 

expectations and pressure. He was sure his talent and personality would ensure his 

future success. However, arguably, the confusion that he encounters might be because 

reality struck when he realized one of his main ideological influences was phony. It 

appears as if Biff started seeing the world from another perspective after he found out 

his father had an affair. When he went to ask his father if he could talk to his teacher to 

convince him to let Biff graduate, he caught his father cheating in the hotel he stayed at. 

He suddenly sees his father in another light, and the idea of his father being an 

honorable and respectful man is destroyed, and he feels deceived by him. One might 

argue that the family ideology apparatus, which mainly consists of his father’s thoughts 

and ideas, that Biff has been subject to may have been shattered at the same time his 

image of his father was destroyed. Thus Biff realizes that the life rules and ideas that his 

father has taught him might not be real. 

Furthermore, Willy has also had influences in his life that might have formed his 

way of thinking. The males in his family—his brother Ben and his father—are 

portrayed as influential people in Willy’s life. They both have achieved wealth and are 

described as successful men. Willy does not remember much about his father except 

that he was a successful man and an inventor. He wanted Ben to tell his sons about their 

father so they could "know the kind of stock they spring from" (Miller 38). Ben 

answers,  

 

Father was a very great and a very wild-hearted man. We could start in Boston, 

and he’d toss the whole family into the wagon […] And we’d stop in the towns 

and sell the flutes that he’d made on the way. Great inventor, Father. With one 
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gadget he made more in a week than a man like you could make in a lifetime 

(Miller 38).  

 

Moreover, in Ben’s experience, he mentions that he went to Africa, went into the 

jungle, found diamonds, and became rich (Miller, 37). They both give the impression of 

accomplishing success by themselves, thus being self-made men. The idea of the men in 

their family being self-made men might have influenced Willy and his son’s idea of 

how success should be accomplished and contributed to their lack of being able to take 

orders from others. Happy at one point expresses his frustration with taking orders from 

people and that he can "outbox, outrun, and outlift anybody in that store" (Miller 18). 

Biff also mentions that he never got anywhere because his father contributed to him 

thinking that he was better than taking orders from anyone (Miller 104). 

Furthermore, Ben’s experience of achieving his wealth is reminiscent of the 

concept of "orientalism," which maintains stereotypes of certain geopolitical ideologies. 

He went from America to a part of the world that was unfamiliar and benefited from its 

sources. It suggests the idea of the occident taking advantage of the Orient. This is 

illustrated in many history books and is a part of literature, which is a part of a cultural 

ideological apparatus. And that they consider this an ordinary way of achieving success, 

and the way they are admiring Ben for it, shows another indication of an ideological 

apparatus influencing their way of thinking. 

His brother’s approval is important to him. Willy is always asking him what he 

should do and seeking confirmation about how he is raising his sons. Interpellation 

occurs subconsciously; an individual will want to replicate the people they admire and 

thereby achieve the same accomplishments they have because they believe that is the 

norm. Moreover, the idea of success and achieving the American dream being equally 
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attainable for everyone is intensified for Willy because the male figures in his life have 

achieved it. They had reached Willy’s dream, which is financial success, hence his 

certainty in believing that the dream is attainable for him too. Nonetheless, it contributes 

to his confusion and makes him feel like a failure when he is not reaching the same 

level of success. 

At the end of the play, Biff has completely deviated from the values and ideas his 

father and brother have. Although the American dream ideology and the idea that 

financial success is the end goal are still valid, he has accepted that it is not his path. In 

a conversation between Biff and Willy, Biff starts to declare his frustration towards 

Willy while letting him know that he is leaving. Biff tells Willy that he is not smart 

enough to do what is expected of him. He continues saying that he will not write to 

them so he will be off his father’s mind, and his father does not need to be concerned 

about what he is doing with his life. Willy argues and refuses to shake his hand when he 

is trying to leave and say goodbye. This hurts Willy, and he believes Biff is doing this 

out of spite. He does not acknowledge Biff’s pain or his feeling like a failure because of 

his father’s expectations of him. Eventually, Biff has had enough and discloses what he 

considers the truth. Biff feels that everyone is a fraud and is acting as something that 

they are not. He says that he stole himself out of every good job since high school 

because his father " … blew me so full of hot air I could never stand taking orders from 

anybody" (Miller 104). He continues telling him about his epiphany about 

understanding who he really is. 

 

[…] I stopped in the middle of that building and I saw – the sky. I saw the things 

that I love in smoke. 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? What 
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am I doing in an office, making a contemptuous, begging fool of myself, when all 

I want is out there, waiting for me the minute I say I know who I am! Why can’t I 

say that Willy? (Miller 105) 

 

He continues emphasizing that they are not special in any way and that they are 

all "a dime a dozen" (Miller 105). Willy angrily disagrees; however, Biff pursues 

sharing his thoughts anyway, saying that they are not leaders of men. They are not 

anything except hard-working men like everyone else. Biff just wants his father to stop 

expecting him to be anything more than who he is. Furthermore, Biff ends by saying 

that he is nothing: "Pop, I’m nothing, Pop. Can’t you understand that? There’s no spite 

in it anymore. I’m just what I am, that’s all" (Miller 105). Here, Biff acknowledges that 

there is another reality to what he has been taught. That they are not special in any kind 

of way, like his father has insisted their whole life. Biff just wants to be accepted and 

not have expectations placed on him. An issue here is that the ideology is still 

internalized within Biff because he is stating that he is "nothing" just because he does 

not reach the standards that are expected of him. He considers himself to be nothing 

because he has not and will not accomplish the success that the dream suggests. 

However, he has escaped the idea that Willy’s dream is the norm and the only 

acceptable path. 

Unfortunately for Happy, the expectations are still relevant. After Willy passed 

away, Happy felt the need to pursue his father’s dreams. Perhaps the idea that he should 

carry on his father’s legacy came naturally to him, and he thereby felt there was no 

other choice. At the funeral, Happy chooses to continue in his father’s footsteps. While 

Biff perceives his death as being set free from the pressure of following his path and 

achieving his dreams, Happy sees it as an opportunity to accomplish his dreams and be 
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just like his father. This is revealed in a conversation between Happy and Biff at the 

funeral. When Biff offers Happy to come with him, he replies that he is going to stay in 

the city and says: “All right, boy. I’m gonna show you and everybody else that Willy 

Loman did not die in vain. He had a good dream. It’s the only dream you can have – to  

come out number-one man. He fought it out here, and this is where I’m gonna win it for 

him” (Miller 111). 

At the funeral, his neighbor Charley is present alongside his family. One might 

consider Charley to have achieved the American dream. He is a prosperous 

businessman and has always helped Willy economically. He encourages Willy and his 

dreams. He believes that "a salesman is got to dream, it comes with the territory" 

(Miller 111). Furthermore, he also did not agree with Willy’s life, stating that Willy 

only needed a little salary. He responded, saying that "No man needs a little salary". He 

most likely shares the same ideas that Willy had, namely that a man needs wealth to be 

happy. However, although Charley might have shared the same dreams, they have 

interpreted what was required to achieve them differently. In a conversation between 

Charley and Willy, Willy mentions that he was fired by someone he did not 

comprehend could fire him because of their relationship. Additionally, he confesses that 

he has always thought that being impressive and well-liked would make a man 

accomplish things. Charley questions him and asks Willy why he has to be liked. As a 

salesman, he should focus on what he can sell rather than how he is perceived. 

Furthermore, he says that a man with pockets will be liked, indicating that values and 

attitudes towards wealth are the same; however, the needs for the wealth are not. 

One cannot blame Willy for being a dreamer. In a society that advertises 

success and wealth as happiness and in a family where you are only considered a 

great man if you achieve wealth, it is hard to avoid internalizing expectations of 
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oneself. Nevertheless, Willy failed to understand the requirements to achieve 

success and what is needed from a person in his situation. 

 

Conclusion  

It is evident that Willy’s dreams, his determination, and his coercive ideas to achieve 

success that he puts on himself and his sons are the essential subjects of the play. 

Arguably, Willy’s ideological views of what life should be and how to achieve success 

derive from the institutions that exist in society. However, this interpretation suggests 

that the idea of success also evolved and made such an impact due to the male figures in 

his life, which are his father and brother. They achieved success and are therefore 

referred to as "great men" by Willy. Indicating that their success is what made them 

great men because he does not speak about their characteristics as much as their 

achievements. Their wealth was what made him speak so highly of them. Being that he 

thought so greatly about them, he wanted to achieve the same goals and valued their 

opinion. In his imaginary conversations with his brother, he constantly asks what he can 

do and if he is doing things right. He also wants to raise his boys as his father raised 

them, convinced that that will help them become successful. This implies that family-

state ideology had an impact on Willy. He does not see the issue in his worldview or 

that the pressure he endures is controlling his mind. The dream is the norm for Willy; it 

is the only dream a man can have.  

Furthermore, it is apparent that Willy’s sons have been influenced to have the 

same values and attitudes related to ideology as him. The understanding of how to 

accomplish the dream is similar. This is a validation that family ideology apparatus has 

an impact on how they view their ideologies. However, that is not to say that other 
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apparatuses have not had an impact too. The education ideology apparatus has also 

revealed itself to have had an impact on Biff. According to Althusser, these institutions 

punish "their flocks" for not obeying their rules. When Biff did not obey by studying for 

the math test that he had failed, he did not graduate, which affected his whole future. 

The education system has strong control over an individual’s future, and the idea of 

completing school to achieve in life is portrayed in Biff’s story. Moreover, he was 

convinced that he was going to be successful in the future because of his talent and 

popularity in school. As well as cultural and communication ideology apparatuses that 

confirm the idea of talented football players being valuable and worthy in society and 

reinforce the idea of him being a successful individual. 

This pattern of striving for success and reaching the American dream is natural 

for Willy, and his goal is to pass it on to his sons. Although he has not achieved success 

himself, he still believes that it is the only possible dream to have. One cannot blame 

Willy for being a dreamer. In a society that advertises success and wealth as happiness 

and in a family where you are only considered a great man if you achieve wealth, it is 

hard to avoid internalizing expectations of oneself. Nevertheless, Willy failed to 

understand the requirements to achieve success and what is needed from a person in his 

situation. He is certain that the key to success is personality, how you are perceived by 

others, and how well-liked you are. Meanwhile, his neighbor Charley, who has achieved 

the dream to which he aspires, views it more realistically, stating that a man is well-

liked after he achieves wealth. Willy might have formed this way of thinking by seeing 

how people with wealth have been treated and met by others and therefore believing 

that they are successful because they are well-liked and respected. Nevertheless, as 

mentioned earlier, the American dream is advertised everywhere, so having a dream is 
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not the issue. However, internalizing the dream so deeply that not achieving it becomes 

critical for your wellbeing is problematic. 

The ideological views that Willy and his sons have are mainly based on their 

dream of achieving success. Most of their ideological views resemble the American 

Dream, which influences them into believing that it is attainable for everyone and that 

that will bring power, status, and happiness. However, Willy has perverted the idea of 

the American dream. It is no longer a beautiful dream to restore Americans hopes of 

being able to reach a better and more stable life. He has become greedy for only success 

and status and turned it into a dream that he and his sons are incapable of obtaining. 

Furthermore, Linda appears to not share the same goals as the rest of the family. 

Her ideological views make her more determined to have a happy family. She is trying 

to make her sons respect their father and make Willy feel like the man of the house 

while she is doing her part as a wife and mother. She is very clear that her sons cannot 

have a relationship with her if they do not have one with their father too. Moreover, she 

does not need her husband to be successful and does not consider it necessary to have 

wealth for them to be happy. After Willy passes, Biff’s ideological views change. He 

gives the impression of wanting to be a free man by choosing his own path in life and 

not wanting to follow Willy’s path. Nevertheless, Happy’s ideological views stay the 

same, as does his determination to achieve success and reach the American dream, 

which continues and is still internalized in Happy as the only dream a man could have. 

In conclusion, the most reoccurring and influential ideological apparatus in 

the play is the family. Even though dreams such as the American dream are 

unescapable in American society, the way they negatively affected the family was 

due to the family’s own interpretation of how to achieve their dream. The 

American dream, for example, is attainable for everyone, but how one can achieve 
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it is different. Individuals’ conditions in society have an impact on how they 

achieve the success they want. Willy did not understand that in his conditions he 

needed more than a good personality and to be likeable. His way of believing that 

personality is the only thing required is also present in his sons. They were not 

taught to work hard for money. They did not know how to do it yet had major 

expectations of them being successful. I argue that individuals need to have 

dreams in life to have something to strive for; however, it is equally important to 

have a realistic understanding of one’s position in life to further understand how 

to reach the dream. 
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