
 

 

 
Discovering connections between texts enhances our understanding of how context 
influences values. 
 
Discuss this statement in relation to the texts you have studied in class this term. 
 
The connections between Death of a Salesman (1949) and American Beauty (1999) enhances our 
understanding of how a changed context can influence values such as materialism and conformity. 
The American Dream was an ethos which valued the freedom of the individual, equality and wealth 
and possessions where all had the right to prosper and succeed. Both Miller and Mendes’ through 
their respective texts, question the American Dream and its attainability through materialism and 
competition and conformity  and a desire to be free. 
 
Paragraph: Death of Salesman MATERIALISM 
Miller critiques the materialistic values of American society during the 1940s which led to 
competition between and within individuals. The post-war period saw an economic boom in 
America as the Gross National Product doubled during the 1950s and doubled again in 1960s and 
as a result, Americans borrowed large amounts of money. This competition and desire for success 
is demonstrated through the characterisation of Willy Loman, “mercurial nature”, “massive dreams 
and little cruelties” and “turbulent longings” represent Willy’s large but presumably unattainable 
dreams. American society has become so competitive that Willy revels in exaggerations of the past 
in order to live up to the materialistic values of post-war America as he believes that he is far better 
than Charley, a successful businessman by appearing more ‘liked’ is society, shown by the 
oxymoron, “He’s liked, but not — well liked”. This is further reinforced by Willy’s motto, “Because 
the man who makes an appearance in the business world, the man who creates personal interest, 
is the man who gets ahead,” further highlighting the emphasis he places on reputation and 
competition caused by the materialistic values that have been imposed on him from society. Willy’s 
lack of growth in relentlessly pursuing the same ideals results in his death as he believes that by 
leaving his son, Biff, a large sum of money from life insurance will give him success and happiness 
as shown by the excited tone of, “When the mail comes he’ll be ahead of Bernard again! “ reveals 
his wish to pass on his dreams to his son due to his own inability to live up to society’s competitive 
nature. Through Death of a Salesman, Miller reveals how the economic prosperity of post-war 
America led to a society which valued materialism. 
 
Paragraph: American Beauty MATERIALISM 
Despite the changed context, the same values of materialism and competition still exist in Mendes’ 
time period due to a growing capitalist consumer driven society. Through American Beauty (1999), 
Mendes’ criticises the American preoccupation with materialism and reputation leading to 
superficiality. The US economy grew by an average of 4% and unemployment rate dropped from 
8% to 4% between 1992 and 1999. These materialistic values are displayed through the 
characterisation of Carolyn as a superficial perfectionist who is primarily concerned with 
appearances as shown by “Are you trying to look unattractive?” to her daughter, Jane. Carolyn’s 
competitive nature is emphasised by the dialogue, “My business is selling an image, and part of my 
job is to live that image,” demonstrating her desire to maintain a successful reputation and hence 
her superficiality. Carolyn’s lack of character development is synonymous with Willy’s lack of 
character of development as both commit themselves to the materialistic and competitive values of 
America, showing the same values exist despite a changed context. This is shown by the 
symbolism of the couch when Carolyn reproaches Lester for drinking beer on the couch, worsening 
their relationship, demonstrating her competitive and superficial personality despite the ordeals she 
has been through in the past few weeks. Hence, Mendes uses American Beauty to express his 
dissatisfaction with the consumerist and materialistic society of 1990s American society. 
 
Paragraph: Death of Salesman CONFORMITY 
Arthur Miller questions the honesty of the American Dream which can distort reality and cause 
individuals to conform to societal views in their journey to achieve society’s idea of success. During 



 

 

the 1950s, the original American Dream of working hard and being honest to to make a life for 
yourself had been replaced by a false American Dream where social pressures pushed people 
towards conforming to measure success through possessions and appearances. The ideal of the 
American Dream is made ironic by Biff, “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”, which emphasises Biff’s 
uncertainty of the American Dream and differing societal values of success. The emotive language 
of, “What 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!” reveals Biff’s realisation that his life 
has been a lie and the unhappiness of a pursuit of an empty American Dream. Biff’s exclamation, 
“We never told the truth for 10mins in this house!” emphasises his desperation to show his father 
that all he has been doing is conforming to societal expectations by measuring success through 
appearances, creating illusions in the process. Finally, Biff’s epiphany that his father, “had the 
wrong dreams” demonstrates his understanding of the dangers of distorting reality in an attempt to 
conform to society’s idea of success. Miller ultimately criticises an individual’s pursuit of conforming 
to society. 
 
Paragraph: American Beauty CONFORMITY 
Like Miller, Mendes also questions conformity to society’s expectations, however, he criticises the 
necessity of conformity in an individual’s journey to discover themselves. 1990s America begun to 
celebrate ‘diversity’ and the number of people believing in the American Dream begun to reduce. 
This need for individuality and to break free of the confinement of conformity is initially 
demonstrated by the medium shot of Lester Burnham sleeping in the backseat of his wife’s car with 
the voiceover, “I know I didn’t always feel this sedated”, revealing that conforming to societal 
expectations caused him to suppress his individuality. The high-angle shot of Lester in a dark room 
negotiating with his boss, contrasts with the medium shot, of Lester with more confidence, 
blackmailing his boss with more colour, highlights his control over the situation and despite having 
conformed to society before through the dialogue, “For 14 years, I’ve been a whore for the 
advertising industry,” he refuses to be confined by society anymore. This parallels Biff’s realisation 
in Death of a Salesman, where he questions, “Why am I trying to become what I don’t want to be?” 
as conformity has made him unhappy. Lester finally understands what life is truly about as he 
smiles at a close-up shot of a family photo, revealing that by breaking free of societal expectations, 
he has discovered true happiness. Ultimately, Miller concerns himself with the desire to be free 
when the restrictions society places on an individual is considerably too much. 
 
The connection between Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman and Sam Mendes’ American Beauty, 
demonstrates how a changed context can influence values by allowing more individual control over 
their values rather than conforming to societal values of materialism, confining them. 


