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HAROLD BLOOM

The dramatic critic Eric Bentley defines the central flaw in Death
of a Salesman as Arthur Miller’s inability (and consequently
ours) to know whether the play’s obsessive concern is politics -
or sex. Bentley's point is accurate, and the assertions of some
ferinist critics that Willy Loman's tragedy centers on “the poli~
tics of sex” seem to me unpersuasive. As a playwright, Arthur
Miller works always in the shadow of Henrik Ibsen, a danger-
ous influence for Miller because Ibsen essentially was a dae-
monic dramatist, trollish and Shakespearean, always closer to a
cosmos of elemental forces, like those in King Lear and
Macbeth, than to the social world of politics and economics.
Even Ibsen’s social dramas conceal trollish energies behind
their societal masks; Hedda Gabler is more a troll than a victim
of the patriarchy, and can be regarded as lago’s sister. But
Miller aiways has imitated what he interprets as a social
reformer in Ibsen, forgetting james Joyce’s wry observation that
Ibseri was no more a feminist than Joyce was a bishop. Social
forces certainly affect Hedda Gabler, but Ibsen does not repre-
sent them as controlling her life or as determining her fate,
Miller, in contrast, wants to give us a Willy Loman who is
destroyed by social energies. Fortunately for the continued dra-
matic validity of Death of a Salesman, something deeper than
Miller's poiitical polemic pervades the play and makes it more
than a parody of “the American Dream” of upward mobility, so
that Willy Loman finally escapes the dubious fate of being a
poor man’s Jay Gatsby.,

For a dramatic protagonist to impress us as legitimately
“tragic,” she or he must possess aesthetic dignity, which is not
necessarily identical with human dignity. All bad tragedies, as
Oscar Wilde might have said, are sincere, and Arthur Miller's
sincerity is palpable. Miller has written some bad tragedies, but
Death of a Salesman certainly is not one of them. With all its
faults and ambiguities, it rivals Eugene O’Neill's Long Day’s
Journey into Night as a modern American tragic drama, even
though, like O'Neill’s work, it seems to me of a lesser emi-
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