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Hello, and welcome to today’s session. We are continuing to look at Arthur Miller’s 

play, Death of a Salesman, and we have started looking at Act one, Scene one. We are 

continuing to look at how the events develop in scene one, and how the stage is set for 

the events to follow, how the tone of the play is set by introducing us to the characters, 

particularly within the living room of Willy Loman who is also the protagonist. 

We discussed in the last couple of sessions about Willy Loman’s longing for success, the 

feeling of discontentment that he has, his family situation, and the kind of support that 

they try to give each other.  Despite all that, there is a systemic failure that is not able to 

give them success, happiness, and whatever they envisaged that would come to them as 

part of the idea of the American dream. 

We find that at many levels, all the characters are invested in the notion of the American 

dream, particularly Willy Loman, and almost bordering on a sense of also hope, he uses 

that to propel himself forward. An oscillation between denial and disillusionment keeps 

happening throughout the play and in all interactions between the characters. 
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We stopped at the point when his sons Happy and Biff begin to wonder whether Willy 

had smashed the car against something because that was indicative of the recurrence of 

him being unable to drive properly, and is also an indication of his failing mental health 

and the fragile state of his existence. 

There is a lot of discontentment that Willy Loman has when it comes to his sons because 

he had hoped that they would be successful when they grow into adults. But he realizes 

that they failed to live up to his expectations, and the discontentment and agony over not 

having achieved what he thought his sons would lie at the heart of this play. 

Halfway through scene, one we find Happy and Biff having a conversation, and they are 

both at home. This is in contrast to the image that Willy Loman presented to us at the 

beginning of the play, where he laments the fact that he invested a lot in building their 

home, but there was hardly anyone to live there. 

So, this is one of those days where all the members of the family are at home. We get to 

know that Biff is two years older than his brother Happy. 
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Willy Loman is worried about Biff the most. He is the one that Willy Loman thought 

would make it big in life, given the way his personality was shaping up during his school 

years. We will quickly read through the description, which gives us a sense of both these 

characters, Biff and Happy, who are the sons of Willy Loman. 

“Biff is two years older than his brother Happy, well built, but in these days bears a worn 

air and seems less self-assured. He has succeeded less, and his dreams are stronger and 

less acceptable than Happy’s. Happy is tall, powerfully made. Sexuality is like a visible 

color on him, or a scent that many women have discovered. He, like his brother, is lost, 

but in a different way, for he has never allowed himself to turn his face toward defeat 

and is thus more confused and hard-skinned, although seemingly more content.” 
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Biff and Happy are talking about their father. Both of them are worried about what Willy 

Loman is getting himself into, and they are talking about the way he drives. So, when 

Biff wonders whether their father’s eyes are going bad, Happy reassures him by saying 

his eyes are all right and that he just does not keep his mind on the road. 

We realize that Willy Loman does not pay attention to the road from the way he talked 

about his driving experience. The moment he lowers the windshield, he is completely 

enamored and lost in the scenery. His mind is no longer on the road, and more 

importantly, towards the end of his conversation with Linda, we realize that he thought 

he was driving a Chevy when in reality he was driving a Studebaker. 

The lack of attention on driving and the fact that his mind is not where it is supposed be 

make  Linda and the sons get worried.  

We find the sons fondly talking about their father, but despite the fondness and concern 

that the family members have for each other, there is a systemic failure which is unable 

to keep the family happy and together despite their best intentions. 
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We find them fondly talking about Willy when Happy mentions that he has the finest eye 

for color in business. This brings us to another point which the play never really reveals 

to us. We do not get to know about the kind of product that Willy Loman is aiming to 

sell as a salesperson. What we do get to know at the end of it is that he is unable to reap 

much success through his career as a sales person. 

At some level, this also indicates that Willy is unable to sell himself as a salesperson. So, 

it is not the product which is important but it is the personality which becomes more 

important and that is what Arthur Miller’s play is trying to demonstrate to us through 

these various discussions. It is not really about what one intends to do, it is also about 

how to go about it. 

The lack of success or the perceived failure that Willy Loman and his family experience 

is also an extension of their failures as individuals. Both the father and the sons also have 

this consciousness built into them, that perhaps they have failed as individuals, and they 

try to map this failure onto this image of the projected successful image of the American 

dream. 

. They are no match to the projected American dream, and they have numerous examples 

around them to compare with, and whichever way they compare themselves with others 

within the same system, they always seem to be faring less. 



at multiple levels, we find that this is a structural and systemic problem as well it is 

something in the system, that also determines the way in which happiness shapes up for 

these individuals. 

Happy and Biff speak briefly about their father and Happy tries to voice the concerns for 

his father and the entire family. For a brief moment they recollect how they used to share 

the dreams and plans they had while growing up and how this room and  their two beds 

at home have witnessed a lot about their prospects, plans and dreams. 

 A sense of nostalgia and longing for a past which seemed to be promising at some point, 

is always there in most intimate conversations the characters have. 
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They also talk briefly about the women who walked in and out of their lives, and we find 

that Happy comes across as more confident at this point. He is much more confident than 

Biff, who, as Willy Loman recollects, was the one with a charming personality in school.  

Happy seems to be more in control. He seems to have a magnetic personality that is 

attractive to women, and he seems to be doing well in life. Even though it is very 

superficial in nature, he seems to be doing well compared to Biff. 

So, we get some insight into how Happy used to be more bashful, especially around 

girls. Biff briefly reminds him of how things used to be and how they are positioned 



now. There seems to have been a dramatic change in their personality, in the way they 

approach life, and more importantly, the way success has treated them. 
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Success is one very abstract term, but, we find that throughout this play there are certain 

yardsticks that are used by the society, by various systems, domestic as well as public, to 

measure success. 

We find that only certain kinds of achievements make the cut and make it possible for a 

person to call themself successful. Biff opens up a bit during the conversation and 

wonders why his father is mocking him always, since it appears as if there is a twist of 

mockery on Willy Loman’s face whenever he interacts with Biff. 
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Happy clears the air by saying that Willy treats Biff that way only was out of concern. 

As the conversation proceeds, we find that there is more to worry about Willy Loman 

than perhaps any of his sons. 

Happy is visibly concerned about Willy Loman and thinks that his father is gradually 

beginning to lose it because of anxiety and worry over a number of things. The two sons 

have a discussion, and Happy shares with his brother a few things he had noticed. 

“I wanted to talk to you about Dad for a long time, Biff. Something–is happening to him. 

He–talks to himself.” Willy’s mental fragility is beginning to show visibly in the way 

that he is engaging with the world outside. So, we find that Willy Loman has come to a 

point where he cannot handle he cannot handle the pressure that is building up in his 

mind, and it is spilling over in these embarrassing ways, as Happy believes. 

Happy thinks that Willy is more upset about the fact that Biff has not yet settled down 

and that he is “still kind of up in the air”. We find that Biff’s situation in life and how he 

has these outlandish dreams which do not fit into the scheme of things that Willy Loman 

has in mind. That seems to be one of the primary concerns which is stressing Willy 

Loman and is almost driving him to a kind of mental instability. 
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Biff tries to articulate his side of the events. He is trying to  to explain what he has in his 

mind. “Well, I spent six or seven years after high school trying to work myself up. 

Shipping clerk, salesman, business of one kind or another. And it is a measly matter of 

existence. To get on that subway on the hot mornings in summer.” 

(Refer Slide Time: 12:59) 

 

“To devote your whole life to keeping stock, or making phone calls, or selling or buying. 

To suffer fifty weeks of the year for the sake of a two-week vacation, when all you really 



desire is to be outdoors, with your shirt off. And always to have to get ahead of the next 

fella. And still–that is how you build a future.” 

So, this is in stark contrast to the many outputs that are being projected as part of 

following the American dream. We find that this play is exposing the reality of the 

American dream, and the hollowness which lies behind it, which Willy Loman also 

seems to be aware of. 

Willy Loman is painfully aware of what this situation is doing to his life, how it is 

changing the economy, the world view, and the order of things. Willy voices out how 

these things are affecting his own life, especially in the scene where he complains to 

Linda that they are in these box sized apartments, outside of which nothing exists.  

There is nothing that will bring them closer to nature. It is like living a life within a box, 

which is why he feels tempted to enjoy what is outside the housewhile he is driving. 

On the one hand, there is Biff who seems to be trying to do something very different 

from this urban, modernized dream. But, when Biff is talking we realize that his dream is 

also a contrast against the urbanized or modernized dream that modern America presents 

before them. 
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Happy asks him a pertinent question, whether Biff enjoys staying at the farm. Biff lives 

in Texas and at the beginning of the play, we get to know that there is disagreement 

within the family about him choosing to work as a farm hand. 

Biff’s sounds agitated at this point which is very important for us to notice because, 

despite the choices they all have made in life, none of them has it all sorted.Success and 

happiness seem to be very elusive in this play, and most characters, are living in different 

states of denial. 

In Linda’s case, sometimes, the state of denial becomes more visible. Denial becomes 

part and parcel of the existence of all the characters. It becomes one of the defining 

aspects of their personalities as well as a quotidian way in which they live life. 

So, Biff says with rising agitation, “Hap, I’ve had twenty or thirty different kinds of jobs 

since I left home before the war, and it always turns out the same. I just realized it lately. 

In Nebraska when I herded cattle, and the Dakotas, and Arizona, and now in Texas. It’s 

why I came home now, I guess, because I realized it. This farm I work on, it’s spring 

there now, see? And they’ve got about fifteen new colts. There’s nothing more inspiring 

or–beautiful than the sight of a mare and a new colt. 

And it’s cool there now, see? Texas is cool now, and it’s spring. And whenever spring 

comes to where I am, I suddenly get the feeling, my God, I’m not getting’ anywhere! 

What the hell am I doing, playing around with horses, twenty-eight dollars a week! I am 

thirty-four years old, I ought to be making my future. That’s when I come running 

home.” 
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“And, now, I get here, and I don’t know what to do with myself. [After a pause] I’ve 

always made a point of not wasting my life, and everytime I come back here I know that 

all I’ve done is to waste my life.” 

This is the sound of the dilemma that Biff and many others like him are caught in, and 

we realize that this play is also about trying to know oneself. Arthur Miller is trying to 

push the limits of this play and every character into a pursuit of one’s personality. 

Happy intervenes by saying that Biff is a poet or an idealist, and Biff also realizes that 

his problem is that he is unable to anchor himself onto something, and it could be just 

about anything. Here again, we find that the play is drawing attention to one pertinent 

problem which most of the characters face: they are unable to find the one thing that will 

keep them anchored for the rest of their lives. 

Willy Loman thinks that maybe it is his salesman job that had the potential to keep him 

anchored and show him what success was. This play is also about the characters not 

getting the material things that they wanted, but, at a deeper level, it is about their quest 

for finding an anchor.  

Finding something to which they could stay rooted and contented is what this play refers 

to because the characters, especially when Happy and Biff are having a conversation, 

they ask each other if they feel content. 



So, this is again another question to which the play does not have an answer. But it 

becomes very important to ask this question, especially against the backdrop of the 

American dream and the many flaws which are inherent to that system, because 

upholding that dream becomes important to ask as an individual, as a family, whether 

one is happy or content. 

In the case of Willy Loman and his family, this problem is more real and accentuated 

because they also have very real concerns about their failing physical and mental health 

and the future in terms of how one would fend for oneself when things begin to go 

wrong. 

Biff even goes to the extent of wondering whether getting married or starting a new 

business would alleviate his problem to some extent or the other. So, it is at this point 

that he decides to ask Happy whether he is content with the kind of success that he has 

achieved. 
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We find Happy’s response resonating very well with Biff’s mindset, but the only 

difference between those two is that they are stuck in two different systems altogether. 

Biff goes on about experimenting with his life, shifting jobs left, right and centre, and as 

he mentions he left home before the war and got into about thirty-odd jobs, but none of 

them could keep him Happy. 



Biff always has this existential question about whether he is doing well in life and about 

his directionlessness in life. He comes back home hoping to find an anchor, but he seems 

even more lost in that domestic setting. 

Happy responds to these questions about his success, whether he is content or not. “All I 

can do now is wait for the merchandise manager to die.” It is a very dark and stark 

commentary on the way the world works around the capitalist structure. “And suppose I 

get to be a merchandise manager? 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 is 

building another one. He can’t enjoy it once it’s finished. And I know that’s just what I 

would do. I don’t know what the hell I’m workin’ for. Sometimes I sit in my apartment–

all alone. And I think of the rent I’m paying. And it’s crazy. But then, it’s what I always 

wanted. My own apartment, a car, and plenty of women. And still goddammit, I am 

lonely,”. 

This acknowledgement, this confession that Happy makes at this point, that he is lonely 

despite everything is very important. All the characters, while they are within the 

superficially happy domestic settings, are lonely, deep within. 

There is something about the structure. There is something about the societal projections 

where success, dreams, contentment are defined for the citizens or individuals. So, at 

some level, they find it difficult to identify themselves in this pursuit of many things. 
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Let us look at the following section where Biff invites Happy to join him in Texas. Biff 

thinks that they could make it big as two grown-up American men working in a ranch 

and be known as the Loman brothers. 

Biff genuinely believes that if Happy is with him, he probably could do something about 

his life, and together they can make it work because both of them are essentially lost in 

some form or the other. 
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The brothers are not happy with what they are doing, and both of them do not see 

themselves as successful in any form. In Biff’s case it is more visible and he is more or 

less branded a failure because he has not been able to attach himself to anything or find a 

goal. 

In Happy’s case, he looks more sorted, and it looks like he is making money and is 

becoming successful. But we find that he is also lost and lonely at many levels. So, Biff 

makes this proposition that they could work together in Texas and make it big in life. 
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But, we find that they are not on the same page. Just for one vulnerable moment, Happy 

admits that he is also unhappy, that this is not something that he wanted in life, and 

despite having everything around him, he finds himself being very lonely in his 

apartment. But, it is just a temporary moment, and Happy, quite unsurprisingly, is 

unwilling to give away what he possesses at that time. 

We get a minor insight into the way they were brought up. Biff says, “Hap, the trouble is 

we weren’t brought up to grub for money. I don’t know how to do it”, to which Happy 

says, “neither can I!” Both of them cannot make the same decision about leaving for 

Texas and working on a farm and doing something very masculine, manual and try to 

make it big, because this was not “mainstream” at that point. 

This is not how the American dream was supposed to happen. It is very urban and 

modernized. It has a shape and colour that Biff is not able to wrap his head around. 
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They continue the conversation, and Happy keeps giving Biff certain brief insights into 

the many things that he has access to and how he would not want to let go of any of 

those. They also briefly talk about what kind of women they ideally want in their lives, 

and Happy even says that he would want somebody with character and resistance. 

These characters are inhabiting multiple worlds; they are idealistic and practical at the 

same time. Especially in Happy, we begin to see that there is an idealism at work, but 

that does not pose any resistance to the many things that he is doing. 

He is out there making money and presenting himself as a very successful, attractive man 

who is highly sought after, but the lack of happiness inside and loneliness are not 

interfering with his actions or with what he wants to do in life. 
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So, this is where we find that Biff comes across more as a failure. 
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As the first scene is about to come to an end, we find that the concerns that Biff and 

Happy have about Willy Loman are quite right. 
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Because, we see that Loman is largely talking to himself and whenever he is talking to 

himself, it is mostly about Biff. He is weighed down by his concerns about Biff and he 

thinks that Biff is going to end up like a nobody, achieving nothing.  

This is one of the things that Willy is caught musing about: “Just wanna be careful with 

those girls, Biff, that’s all. Don’t make any promises. No promises of any kind. Because 

a girl, y’know, they always believe what you tell ‘em, and you’re very young, Biff, 

you’re too young to be talking seriously to girls.”  

So, we find that in Willy Loman’s mind Biff is still a child; Biff is still that high school 

boy to whom all other kids were drawn to. So, in his mind Biff is not grown up. This is 

why there is a defense mechanism operating in his mind, because that helps him to make 

allowances for the many bad choices Biff has been making in terms of switching jobs, 

his inability to anchor himself to anything substantial, the inability to carry on with his 

life in alignment with modern America’s promise. 
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As we begin to wrap up the discussion for today’s session, I want you to pay attention to 

the tone and the language in this play. There is not much of an action which is taking the 

play forward. It is more like a compilation of a series of dialogues which gives us an 

insight into the characters’ mind, and what happens in these characters’ mind is also a 

contrasting reflection of what happens in the society. 

The dilemma that they are going through, the difficulties that they are facing, the 

concerns that they have, and the yardsticks against which they are judging their own 

lives is a telling commentary on what happens around them. It is very significant that in 

the opening scene everything happens within their apartment. 

That domestic setting accentuates the irony and agony in the play the characters 

experience even when they are in the safest place, at their home. There are a lot of things 

that are left unresolved.  

In fact, as Biff would point out, the moment he realizes that whether he is in Texas or 

Nebraska or anywhere where he is doing something which he thinks is not making sense 

to him, he tries to come back home, hoping that there would be some kind of an anchor 

for him. Waiting for some kind of contentment or discomfort, he finds that he is all the 

more lost at home. 



It also accentuates their agony in multiple ways, by projecting home as a space where 

discontentment, disillusionment and a sense of denial come together to make the family 

members more and more unhappy. There is hardly anything that they can do for each 

other and neither can they can draw help from outside to resolve the situation. 

This play will continue to broadly expose the shallowness and the void in the characters’ 

lives and to demonstrate this through the various settings and situations that they 

encounter, and use all of that together to critique the American dream, the many lives 

which do not make the cut to feature into a success story as part of the American dream. 

In that sense, the play and the characters and what they stand for opens up a number of 

debates, which could be productively used to critique the society and some of the 

systems which would eventually grow larger than individual lives. 

So, with this, we wrap up this discussion. From the next session onwards as we continue 

with the play, we will also try and bring in a few theoretical frameworks which would 

helps us to better situate the play and the characters during our discussion. So, I strongly 

encourage you to read the play in original, so that you will be better equipped to engage 

with the continuing discussion. 

 Thank you for your time today, and I look forward to seeing you in the next class. 


