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English 

Butting heads with your father is just part of growing up.  Every one remembers a time when they had a disagreement with their father.  Some of use would have words and that would be the end of it.  Some will carry a grudge.  Sometimes these disagreements arise from a difference in thinking.  This difference in thinking most of the time is due to the father wanting to live vicariously through the life of his child.  In Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, this very thing happens.  Willy Loman and his son Biff have different views as to what exactly is the American dream and how to pursue it.

When their two dreams come crashing together, it frustrates Willy as he feels his life is the American dream and his sons should follow his example.  Willy believes that working on the road by selling is the greatest job a man could have (Miller 81).  Biff, on the other hand, feels the most inspiring job a man could have is working outdoors (Miller 22).  

Willy, perhaps unknowingly, favors his oldest son Biff and wraps himself up with Biffs successes only to overlook his other son Happy.  How Willy interacts with Biff allows Miller to comment on the father-son relationship and how Happy is overlooked.

All through the play, Miller has Willy point out how great his oldest son is “you got greatness in you, Biff…You got all kinds of greatness” (Miller 67).  Happy on the other side is hardly addressed in such a manner.  One can assume that Willy was not that popular by his obsession with appearance and popularity.  Willy feels that popularity bring happiness and all the things a man could want.  Willy adores the fact that his sons are popular, Biff in particular.  Willy idolizes his children more than they idolize him.  Willy sees that his boys have what he deems is important, he forgets to teach them right from wrong.  Biff steals a football from school and Willy rationalizes the theft, saying that it is all right because he is popular (Miller 30).  Along with not teaching the boys values, Willy also does not feel education is that important.  When Bernard, the neighbor, chastises Biff for not studying, Willy tries to justify it by saying that a person does not need intelligence in the real world if he has good looks.  "Bernard can get the best marks in school… but when he gets out into the business world… you are going to be five times ahead of him… The man who makes an appearance in the business world… is the man who gets ahead.  Be liked and you will never want" (Miller 33).  Willy drives in Biffs’ head that a person can do anything as long as they are popular.  This message is repeated all through out the play.  Because of this belief and the lack of moral training, Biff develops an addiction to stealing.  The reason he lost his job with Oliver was he stole basketballs from him.  He has trouble all his life because he steals.  "I stole myself out of every good job since high school" (Miller 131).  It is this reason that has caused all his problems with Willy, and Willy is to blame because he never told him differently.  Willy was too concerned with how Biff is doing on the field and with the girls than to be teaching morals.  

Now Biff is not the only son that is having problems with Willy, Happy is also failing due to Willy’s preoccupation with Biff.  In order to be acknowledged by his father, Happy feels that he must be Willy’s version of a success story by acquiring wealth and being popular, as this is all Happy has heard his father tell Biff.  He convinces himself that this is the only way he will ever be truly happy.  In the end though, he realizes that he is not happy.  ". . . It’s what I always wanted my own apartment, a car, and plenty of women.  And still, goddammit, I’m lonely" (Miller 23).  Happy has been living his life in a way that he believes will bring him attention from his father, yet he becomes more miserable than if he had gone his own way.  Happy on many occasions speaks to Biff about how he should just take off and go work out of town.  One might even think that Happy is embarrassed by his father or even ashamed of him as when Happy meets some women at a restaurant where he and Biff are supposed to meet Willy.  When Willy arrives and starts to fall apart on the boys, Happy tries to ignore him so that he will not look bad in front of the women.  "No, that’s not my father.  He’s just a guy" (Miller 115).  

Willy never presses family pride in the boys, never insists they have morals, or even to achieve a good education.  It is these reasons why a gap exists in their relationship with their father.  In psychology, you learn, when a father chooses to look favorably upon one son over another, disharmony occurs in the father-son relationship as well as in the son’s life.  Within a father-son relationship, it is the responsibility of the father to provide sound values and leadership for his sons.  In almost every family, the sons will look to their father as a role model and a hero.  It is in the father’s best interest to use this opportunity to instill qualities that will allow his sons to become responsible individuals.  One must also ensure that the father does not pull favorites with one son over another.
