AP Language/Composition – Death of a Salesman Class Discussion

1. In what ways does Willy not fit into the definition of an average working man building a secure home for his family? In what ways does he represent Everyman? How does Willy represent more?
2. Discuss Linda’s character. Does Linda help or hinder Willy in overlooking his small sales and his dishonest attempts to make them seem bigger? How else does she influence Willy? Discuss Linda’s remark, "Attention—attention must finally be paid to such a man!" What is the effect of the switch in Linda’s speech to this very formal statement? Why does Miller use it?
3. What is Willy’s dream? What is he searching for throughout the play? Why doesn’t he find it? Did he have a chance of fulfilling it? Did he have the wrong dream? Inappropriate attitudes? Is he a born loser, or does he stand in his own way to success? Explain.

4. SYMBOLS: Discuss the symbolism of the two heavy sample cases and the stockings, the seeds, and the jungle. What is the significance of Loman? Why Willy instead of Bill? 
5. Is Willy a tragic hero? Using evidence from the play and the definitions we have discussed, your group should decide if Willy Loman is a tragic hero. You should be able to support your response.

THEMES
Discuss what the play says about each of the following big ideas. Use specific examples from the text to support your ideas:

Appearance vs. Reality

Individual s. Society

Individual vs. Self

The American Dream

CRITICAL RESPONSE: Discuss one of the following critical responses in your group. Analyze how the play supports the interpretation provided, and use specific examples to justify your response.
Stephen Lawrence: “Perhaps what is wrong with the society is not that it has implanted the wrong values in [Willy], … but that it has lost touch with values which should never be relegated to only to the personal sphere ot the family unit… Willy’s problem is that he is human enough to think the same things that matter in the family – especially his love for his son – matter everywhere, including the world of social success.”

Arthur Miller: 

1. It is about “the paradoxes of being alive in a technological civilization.”

2. It is “a story about violence within the family.”

3. It is about “the suppression of the individual by placing him below the imperious needs of … society.”

4. “Death of a Salesman, really, is a love story between a man and his son, and in a crazy way between both of them and America.” 

5. I wanted to “lay before America the corpse of a true believer.”

