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!
As an assertion of man’s need 

to take responsibility for his 

a c t i o n s , t h e p l a y i s a 

devastating indictment of war-

profiteering and exposes the 

conflict between self-interest 

and civic responsibility, and 

the tension between public 

and private morality. 
!
Opening in 1947, when the Second World War had so recently 

ended, must have been pointedly painful to the audience, 

considering how many had experienced similar losses of a son, 

a brother, a fiancé. Of course, even for those whose 

circumstances did not resemble All My Sons, the play’s lesson 

is that they are ‘all our sons’ and thus that the grief and 

culpability are communal. The play’s shocking revelations and 

Miller’s insistence that we must take responsibility for our 

actions provide a lesson about the destructive self-interest and 

the greed that drives capitalism, sacrificing human values to 

material values. TOBY ZINMAN 

!
!



CRITICAL COMMENTARY !!
One of the most overriding themes in Miller’s plays... is what might be called the quest for 

community. How in the modern world is it possible to recapture the "primary group" values 

of affection, compassion, solidarity and responsibility? It is the tragedy of the industrial 

world, according to Miller, that the idea of community has withered, atrophied, and the 

humanistic links connecting man to man have been severely damaged. A great respecter 

of the engaged, the committed, the connected, the "political" man, Miller is 

correspondingly impatient with the complete privatization of life, both by ordinary men 

themselves in the course of their daily existence, and by playwrights who write 

psychological drama of unconnected, unrelated, atomistic men. He sees this theme as 

really the concern of all great plays: this struggle between what he calls "family relations" 

and "social relations" and what those in sociology would call a tragic struggle between 

Gemeinschaft (community) and Gesellschaft (society) values. !
Paul Blumberg, “Work as Alienation in the Plays of Arthur Miller” !!
Arthur Miller is a problem playwright, in both senses of the word. As a man of 

independent thought, he is profoundly, angrily concerned with the immediate issues of 

our society—with the irresponsible pressures which are being brought to bear on free 

men, with the self-seeking which blinds whole segments of our civilisation to justice, with 

the evasions and dishonesties into which cowardly men are daily slipping. !
Walter Kerr, New York Herald Tribune !!
No, I am not really interested in "realism." I never was. What I’m very much interested in is 

reality. This is something that can be quite different. Realism can conceal reality, perhaps a 

little easier than any other form, in fact. But what I am interested in is the poetic, the 

confluence of various forces in a surprising way; the reversals of man’s plans for himself; 

the role of fate, of myth, in his life; his beliefs in false things; his determination to tell the 

truth until it hurts, but not afterwards, and so on. !
Arthur Miller, Michigan Quarterly Review, 1985 !!
Miller’s protagonists, at once both complex and contradictory, are most often male and 

traditionally carry the moral burden of the play. Their suffering, sacrifice, and deliberate 

acts of passive resistance are presented as ideals with which the audience is meant to 

identify and respect. Miller crafts his characters to attain their allotment of personal 

heroism only through the acceptance of their social guilt. Each man’s tragedy ultimately 

reveals itself as a loss of private honor in the face of a more public responsibility. !
Stefani Koorey, “Introduction”, Arthur Miller’s Life and Literature: An Annotated and Comprehensive Guide !



!
A Miller protagonist belongs to a strange breed. In every instance he is unimaginative, 

inarticulate and physically nondescript, if not downright unattractive. His roles as husband 

and father are of paramount importance to him, and yet he fails miserably in both. He 

wants to love and be loved, but he is incapable of either giving or receiving love. And he is 

haunted by aspiration toward a joy in life that his humdrum spirit is quite unable to realize. 

Yet, in spite of all these negative characteristics, Miller’s protagonist do engage our 

imagination and win our sympathies. !
Robert W. Corrigan, “Introduction”, Arthur Miller: A Collection of Critical Essays !!
A time will come when they will look back at us astonished that we saw something holy in 

the competition for the means of existence. But already we are beginning to ask of the 

great man, not what he has got, but what he has done for the world. Every man has an 

image of himself which fails in one way or another to correspond with reality. It’s the size 

of the discrepancy between illusion and reality that matters. The closer a man gets to 

knowing himself, the less likely he is to trip up on his own illusions. [...] !
Arthur Miller !!
The American Dream is the largely unacknowledged screen in front of which all American 

writing plays itself out—the screen of the perfectibility of man. ... Early on we all drink up 

certain claims to self-perfection that are absent in a large part of the world. People 

elsewhere tend to accept, to a far greater degree anyway, that the conditions of life are 

hostile to man’s pretensions. The American idea is different in the sense that we think that 

if we could only touch it, and live by it, there’s a natural order in favor of us; and that the 

object of a good life is to get connected with that live and abundant order. And this forms 

a context of irony for the kind of stories we generally tell each other. After all, the stories 

of most significant literary works are of one or another kind of failure. And it’s a failure in 

relation to that backdrop. I think it pervades American writing, including my own. !
Arthur Miller !!
The assumption—or presumption behind [my] plays is that life has meaning. I would now 

add ... that what they meant to me at the time of writing is not in each instance the same 

as what they mean to me now in the light of further experience. ... The society to which I 

responded was constantly changing, as it is changing while I write this sentence. !
Arthur Miller !!



CRITICAL COMMENTARY ON ALL MY SONS !!
The crime in All My Sons is not one that is about to be committed but one that has long 

since been committed. There is no question of its consequences being ameliorated by 

anything Chris Keller or his father can do: the damage has been done irreparably. The 

stakes remaining are purely the conscience of Joe Keller and the awakening to the evil he 

has done, and the conscience of the son in the face of what he has discovered about his 

father. One could say that the problem was to make a fact of morality, but it is more 

precise, I think, to say that the structure of the play is designed to bring a man into the 

direct path of the consequences he has wrought… !
Joe Keller’s trouble, in a word, is not that he cannot tell right from wrong but that his cast 

of mind cannot admit that he, personally, has any viable connection with his world, his 

universe, or his society. He is not a partner in society, but an incorporated member… This 

fortress which All My Sons lays siege to is the fortress of unrelatedness. It is an assertion 

not so much of a morality in terms of right and wrong, but of a moral world’s being such 

because men cannot walk away from certain of their deeds. In this sense Joe Keller is a 

threat to society and in this sense the play is a social play. Its "socialness" does not reside 

in its having dealt with the crime of selling defective materials to a nation at war—the 

same crime could easily be the basis of a thriller which would have no place in social 

dramaturgy. It is that the crime is seen as having roots in a certain relationship of the 

individual to society, and to a certain indoctrination he embodies, which, if dominant, can 

mean a jungle existence for all of us no matter how high our buildings soar. !
Arthur Miller, "Introduction" Arthur Miller’s Collected Plays, 1957 !!
Responsibility is a kind of love. It’s the only thing that prevents total slaughter, violence 

and nihilism. It’s the connective tissue between the individual and the tribe. It’s not a 

moral thing to me, primarily; it’s the way people stay sane—what they do to stay sane. 

Their relation to others keeps them from spinning off into insanity, which is, after all, total 

loneliness, total disconnection from other people. How are we going to end this crazy 

conflict between our realization and a sense of one’s obligations and love for other 

people? I think we have to first stop thinking in terms of ending the conflict and 

concentrate on finding what is fruitful—and what is death-dealing in it. [...] !
Arthur Miller !!
All My Sons slashes at all the defective parts of our social morality: but most of all it 

slashes at the unsocial nature of family loyalties, of protecting or aggrandizing the tribe at 

the expense of society at large. !
Louis Kronenberger, 1947 

STUDENT GUIDE !



!
INTRODUCTION. 

The action of the play is set in August 1947, in the mid-west of the U.S.A. The events depicted occur 

between Sunday morning and a little after two o'clock the following morning. !
Joe Keller, the protagonist, is a man who loves his family above all else, and has sacrificed everything, 

including his honour, in his struggle to make the family prosperous. He is now sixty-one. He has lost one son 

in the war, and is keen to see his remaining son, Chris, marry. Chris wishes to marry Ann, the former fiancée 

of his brother, Larry. Their mother, Kate, believes Larry still to be alive. It is this belief which has enabled her, 

for three and a half years, to support Joe by concealing her knowledge of a dreadful crime he has 

committed. !
Arthur Miller, the playwright, found the idea for Joe's crime in a true story, which occurred during the second 

world war: a manufacturer knowingly shipped out defective parts for tanks. These had suffered mechanical 

failures which had led to the deaths of many soldiers. The fault was discovered, and the manufacturer 

convicted. In All My Sons, Miller examines the morality of the man who places his narrow responsibility to 

his immediate family above his wider responsibility to the men who rely on the integrity of his work. !!
BACKGROUND. 

Three and a half years before the events of the play, Larry Keller was reported missing in action, while flying 

a mission off the coast of China. His father, Joe Keller, was head of a business which made aero engine 

parts. When, one night, the production line began to turn out cracked cylinder heads, the night foreman 

alerted Joe's deputy manager, Steve Deever as he arrived at work. Steve telephoned Joe at home, to ask 

what to do. Worried by the lost production and not seeing the consequences of his decision, Joe told Steve 

to weld over the cracks. He said that he would take responsibility for this, but could not come in to work, as 

he had influenza. Several weeks later twenty-one aeroplanes crashed on the same day, killing the pilots. !
Investigation revealed the fault in the cylinder heads, and Steve and Joe were arrested and convicted. On 

appeal, Joe denied Steve's (true) version of events, convinced the court he knew nothing of what had 

happened, and was released from prison. Before his last flight, Larry wrote to his fiancée, Ann, Steve's 

daughter. He had read of his father's and Steve's arrest. Now he was planning suicide. !
Three and a half years later, Ann has told no-one of this letter. Kate Keller knows her husband to be guilty of 

the deaths of the pilots and has convinced herself that Larry is alive. She will not believe him dead, as this 

involves the further belief that Joe has caused his own son's death, an intolerable thought. She expects 

Larry to return, and keeps his room exactly as it was when he left home. She supports Joe's deception. In 

return she demands his support for her hope that Larry will come back. Ann and her brother, George, have 

disowned their father, believing him guilty. But George has gone at last to visit his father in jail, and Steve 

has persuaded him of the true course of events. !
The play opens on the following (Sunday) morning; by sheer coincidence, Ann has come to visit the Kellers. 

For two years, Larry's brother, Chris, has written to her. Now he intends to propose to her, hence the 

invitation. She is in love with him and has guessed his intention. On the Saturday night there is a storm; a 

tree, planted as a memorial to Larry, is snapped by the wind. Kate wakes from a dream of Larry and, in the 

small hours, enters the garden to find the tree broken.  



SYNOPSIS. 

Factory owner Joe Keller’s comfortable middle-class life is shaken to its core on a single late summer 

Sunday in 1947. His son Chris intends to propose marriage to Ann Deever, the daughter of Joe’s former 

business partner who is now in prison for having sold defective equipment to the Army Air Force. Ann was 

once the girlfriend of Chris’ brother Larry, missing in action for three years. Chris’ mother cannot accept their 

engagement because she refuses to give up hope that Larry is still alive and will return home. Into this 

household already fraught with tension, Ann’s brother George brings information that Joe deliberately 

allowed his partner to take the blame for the faulty equipment and has for years escaped punishment for his 

part in causing the deaths of 21 pilots. Joe is doubly wounded by Chris’ revulsion of his wartime choices and 

by the revelation that Larry died attempting to expiate his crimes. Forced to confront the consequences of 

his culpability, Joe takes desperate and devastating action. !
At the heart of the drama lie the contrary world views held by Chris and Joe Keller. Chris fought in World War 

II and saw his comrades-in-arms give their lives for each other in universal brotherhood. He strains to find a 

similar moral grounding in his post-war life. Joe prospered during the war, but knew if he lost the lucrative 

Army contract he risked losing his whole business. He devoted his life to providing a comfortable future for 

his family. Chris struggles with his affection and loyalty for his father and his concept of justice and universal 

brotherhood which his father offended.  !!
CHARACTERS. 

Joe Keller, owner of a factory - tragic hero (but common), American everyman, devoted father  
Kate Keller, Joe’s wife - the fulcrum of the family, embodying deceit and self-interest  
Chris Keller, son of Joe and Kate - close to a Christ-like figure with his high moral ideals  
Ann Deever, former fiancée of the Kellers' dead son, Larry - shares Chris’s ideals 

George Deever, Ann’s brother 

Dr. Jim Bayliss, next door neighbor to the Kellers  - ‘the voice of disillusioned experience’, ‘authorial voice’ 

Sue Bayliss, Jim’s wife - utterly cynical, with material ambitions  
Frank Lubey, neighbor to the Kellers - dabbles with astrology, escaped multiple drafts, has come to wealth  
Lydia Lubey, Frank’s wife - mother of three; stereotypical, one-dimensional female figure 

Bert, adolescent neighbor - essentially a plot device to allude to prison / punishment !!
OUTLINE OF EVENTS. 

Autumn, 1943: Joe allows Steve to supply the USAAF with faulty cylinder heads 

Late autumn, 1943: Twenty-one planes crash; Joe and Steve arrested 

November 25, 1943: Larry crashes plane deliberately off coast of China 

1944?: Joe makes successful appeal; Steve remains in prison 

1945: Chris Keller starts to write to Ann Deever 

August, 1947: Ann visits Chris; George (unknown to Ann) visits Steve 

Saturday, August,1947: Larry's memorial blown down 

Sunday, August,1947: Opening of the play !!
GLOSSARY !
Andy Gump: a cartoon strip that first appeared in 1917, created by Sidney Smith. “...who never reads anything 

but Andy Gump has three children...” (Act 2) !



Dast: had better dare. “Nobody in this house dast take her faith away.” (Act 1) !
Detroit: an economically distraught city until the war, when it became one of the most important industrial 

cities in the nation. More than 50% of U.S. war materials were manufactured there, and the Manhattan 

Project had one of its three secret plants outside of Detroit. !
Don Ameche: popular leading man of the 1930s-1940s. There’s no record of Ameche playing a doctor in a 

film released around 1947, but he played the title character in The Story of Alexander Graham Bell in 1939 

and was long associated with that role. “There was as doctor in that picture ...” “Don Ameche!” (Act 1) !
Eagle Scouts: the highest rank in the Boy Scouts of America. Indicates young men of high moral calibre. 

“You had big principles, Eagle Scouts the three of you;...” (Act 2) !
General Motors: by 1947, GM had manufactured over 25 million cars and more than $12.3 billion worth of 

war material; one of the “big three automakers” along with Ford and DaimlerChrysler, GM was the size the 

Kellers could only dream of attaining, but clearly also means the Kellers are doing well. “I saw your factory 

on the way from the station. It looks like General Motors.” (Act 2) !
George Bernard Shaw: Irish playwright (1856-1950) noted for dazzling wit, irony, satire and brilliant command 

of the English language. “George Bernard Shaw as an elephant.” (Act 1) !
Haberdashering: dealing in men’s clothes and accessories. “You still haberdashering?” (Act 1) !
Hair shirt: a scratchy, uncomfortable shirt made of coarse animal hair; worn next to skin for penance and 

often associated with martyrs. “Research pays 25 dollars a week minus laundering the hair shirt.” (Act 2) !
Kick-back: a reaction or repercussion; (probably not an exchange of money because of coercion or seedy 

business deals). “But weeks passed and I got no kick-back, so I was going to tell them.” (Act 2) !
Mother McKeller: perhaps a play on “Mother Catherine McAuley” who founded the Sisters of Mercy in 

Dublin in 1831 for the education and care of poor girls and women !
Newfoundland dogs: large dogs (similar to the St. Bernard) with a sweet personalities and great intelligence; 

regularly used on Newfoundland fishing ships; the breed had a kind of renaissance after WWI. !
Patsy: a sucker; often unwitting victim of a joke or scheme. “Joe is a big shot and your father is the 

patsy.” (Act 2) !
P-40s: the P-40 was America’s foremost fighter in service when WWII began. P-40s engaged Japanese 

aircraft during the attack on Pearl Harbor and the invasion of the Philippines in December 1941. According to 

the U.S. Air Force Museum, at the end of its WWII career, more than 14,000 P-40s had been produced for 

service in the air forces of 28 nations. !
Roué: a debaucherous man, a rake. “The great roué!” (Act 2) !
What ice does that cut?: “what does that have to do with anything?”  



SOCIO-HISTORICAL CONTEXT !
AMERICAN INDUSTRY DURING WORLD WAR II 

The American home front during World War II is essentially a lesson in basic economics: As demand for war 

materiel skyrocketed, supply congruously followed suit—fueled by a workforce that had previously seen 

unemployment figures to the tune of 24.9 percent just eight years earlier. In the words of President Franklin 

D. Roosevelt: “Dr. New Deal was replaced by Dr. Win the War.” !
The aircraft industry is prime example of this surge in national production: In May 1940, during the same 

week The Netherlands’ government surrendered to German forces and France was buckling under the threat 

of invasion, President Roosevelt went before Congress and requested an exponential increase in aircraft 

production. Just 18 months earlier Roosevelt had asked that 3,000 additional aircrafts be produced on the 

government’s dime. This time, he asked Congress to authorize funding for 50,000 new warplanes. !
The numbers are staggering. In 1939, 2,141 aircrafts were built in the United States. Just five years later, the 

aircraft industry reached its production peak at 96,318 aircrafts in a single year, more than the USSR and 

Britain’s aircraft production combined. No amount of government-sponsored social programs could have 

instigated an economic surge of this magnitude. Yet the irony remained that, while businessmen like Joe 

Keller prospered with the advent of government war contacts, hundreds of thousands of young American 

men were perishing on the European and Pacific fronts. It was a dichotomy that was unconscionable and 

unavoidable, given the desperate need for materiel and the inevitable profits that materiel produced. !
By the end of the war, the U.S. had produced 88,410 tanks, 257,390 artillery weapons, 2,679,840 machine 

guns, 2,382,311 military trucks and 324,750 warplanes. The United States Steel Corp. made 31.4 million 

kegs of nails, and enough steel fencing to stretch from New York City to San Francisco. Spending on military 

preparedness reached a stunning $75 million a day by December 1941, and, by 1944, war profits after taxes 

reached $10.8 billion. !
Not only were factories asked to churn out materiel at this alarming rate—and it was considered the ultimate 

patriotic duty to do so—most also were switching from the products they’d previously produced and knew 

well (air conditionerss, washer/dryers, etc.) to complex tank and aircraft parts. The automobile industry, for 

example, produced roughly 3 million cars in 1941. In the years following Pearl Harbor, fewer than 400 new 

vehicles were manufactured as factories were retooled to produce tanks, aircrafts and military trucks. The 

demand was so high that pilots were known to sleep on cots outside the major plants, waiting to fly the 

planes away as they came off the production lines. !
There is, however, an important distinction between a family-run business like Joe Keller’s and mega-

corporations like U.S. Steel and General Motors. Given their massive production capabilities, government 

contracts disproportionally favored these large corporations: Ten companies received 30 percent of the total 

$240 billion spent on defense contracts during the war. !
WAR PROFITEERING 

The United States’ government was acutely aware of the massive demands it was making on American 

industry. As early as 1940 the government already had doled out $10 billion in defense contracts. President 

Roosevelt, a staunch opponent of war profiteering, was caught between the nation’s critical need for 

materiel and his aversion to the acquisition of extreme wealth in wartime. “The American people will not 

relish the idea of any American citizen growing rich and fat in an emergency of blood and slaughter and 

human suffering,” he said in 1938. 



The initial tactic employed to simultaneously restrain war profits and garner much- needed federal revenue 

was the Excess Profits Tax, which is levied on companies flourishing during a war. Anything above a 10 

percent return of invested capital would be considered excess profit attributed to the war effort and 

therefore subject to increased taxation (up to 90 percent in 1942). Though morally sound, it is ironic that the 

tax seemed to reward inefficiency and discourage mass production at a time when the country most 

needed efficiency and increased production. !
Despite pressure from his government to compromise with big business, FDR was still committed to his 

moral instinct that companies should not rake in cash while soldiers gave their lives across the ocean. There 

had to be some way to legalize profiteering, or at least ensure that no company was succeeding in spite of 

inefficiency, mismanagement or internal corruption. If the government could not directly control war profits, 

the least it could do was make certain that the prospering companies were clean, honorable businesses that 

were just as venerable as the soldiers to whom they supplied material. !
THE TRUMAN COMMITTEE 

The Senate Special Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program (nicknamed The Truman 

Committee in honor of its no-nonsense chairman, Harry S. Truman) is a study in governmental efficiency and 

productivity. Its aim was not so much to sniff out war profiteers as it was to uncover incompetence, waste 

and corruption in war-contracted businesses. Truman believed the war effort was essentially being strangled 

by America’s inability to produce materiel on a large scale, that the Axis powers would only be defeated by 

an overwhelming arsenal of ships in the water, tanks on the ground and planes in the air. !
In 1941, Truman and his team embarked on a legendary road trip, traveling more than 10,000 miles to visit 

military bases, plants, small-town factories and corporation headquarters, with the aim of stamping out bad 

business and perfecting the American war machine. Between the years of 1941 and 1948, the Truman 

Committee called almost 1,800 witnesses to hundreds of hearings and issued more than 50 reports. The 

committee’s findings indicted hundreds of companies and undoubtedly saved the lives of thousands of 

soldiers who might have otherwise perished from defective materiel—as well as millions of taxpayer dollars. 

The committee was hailed as a grand success and its chairman universally praised for his determination and 

meticulous management skills. The committee catapulted Truman, then a Missouri senator (D), to political 

stardom and primed him for his future role as president. !
WORLD WAR II DRAFT 

In 1939, the United States Army had fewer than 200,000 men in uniform who could be sent overseas with 

proper training. As the threat of war loomed larger, Congress realized they could not rely on volunteers to 

build a competitive army. So in September 1940, President Roosevelt signed the Selective Training and 

Service Act, the first peacetime draft in the country’s history. The law required all men ages 21- 35 to hand 

over their personal information to local draft boards, thereby submitting themselves to the national draft 

lottery. That age bracket would later be expanded to men ages 18-45 after the United States officially 

entered the war. 6,443 draft boards were promptly set up around the country. Families waited with bated 

breath for Secretary of War Henry Stimson to reach into the lottery “war bowl” and pick out a capsule that 

would contain a single slip of paper with a number 1 through 7,836 printed on it. The first number drawn on 

Oct. 29, 1940, was 158; it was held by 6,175 young men across the country. !
By the war’s end, more than 35 million men had registered with the Army, 10 million of whom were drafted. 

While the American death toll from World War II hovers just above one million, almost 75,000 soldiers 

remain Missing in Action, the highest number from any American war. Roughly 20,000 of these MIA soldiers 

were men who served in the U.S. Army Air Forces, whose planes crashed in inaccessible mountainous 

regions or into foreign waters. 



CONCEPTS AND CONCERNS !
THE AMERICAN DREAM 

The term “The American Dream” was coined by writer/historian James Truslow Adams in his 1931 book Epic 

of America, just as Miller was finishing high school in Brooklyn. “The American Dream,” Truslow wrote, “is 

that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for 

each according to ability or achievement.” !
Though perhaps a departure from its original meaning, the phrase is now closely associated with the idea of 

ownership and financial stability and conjures images of well-manicured homes much like Keller’s. Over time 

the phrase even has taken on a kind of glossy reputation, as if to imply its own inherent impossibility. All My 

Sons is, to a certain extent, a critique of this dream and an indictment of those who clamor to achieve it 

without first paying credence to the morals on which such a society must be built. The idea is also critiqued 

in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby and John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, the first going after the 

American Dream’s shallow materialism, the second attacking the assumption that the dream is available to 

any American. !
WAR AND SURVIVOR’S GUILT 

To a certain degree, Chris Keller suffers from what would later be diagnosed as “Survivor’s Guilt,” a 

psychological term originally coined in the 1960s to describe survivors of the Holocaust who felt they 

weren’t entitled to happiness or wealth after the trauma of the concentration camps. The arbitrary nature of 

war—the sheer incomprehensibility of why certain people die and others live—provides an unstable entry 

point back into society of most survivors. !
In his introduction to All My Sons, British scholar Christopher Bigsby writes, “Chris feels guilty about his 

new happiness. In the war he led his men to their death. He is a survivor who feels the guilt of the survivor, 

a theme that Miller would return to in After the Fall (1964). Beyond that, he can see no connection between 

the sacrifices of war and the way of life it was supposedly fought to preserve.” !
Robert Jay Lifton, a psychiatrist who studied psychological disorders in WWII veterans, described Survivor’s 

Guilt this way: “It is the soldier-survivor sense of having betrayed his buddies by letting them die while he 

stayed alive—at the same time feeling relieved and even joyous that it was he who survived ... his pleasure 

in surviving becoming a further source of guilt. Essentially, the survivor is plagued by the question: how I 

can be thankful and guilty at the same time?” This syndrome is only accentuated in Chris’s case, as it was 

his brother who died in addition to his entire company. When we meet Chris at the beginning of Act I, he is 

making his first move since the war toward owning his much-tainted happiness—by asking Annie to visit. !
SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY /  THE SOCIAL CONTRACT 

In Crito, an early Platonic dialogue, Socrates declines to escape and opts to accept his pending death 

sentence, the reason being that he is socially obligated to do so. Socrates argues that he is the product of 

the laws of Athens and owes his education, citizenship and life to the order and civility of Greek society. One 

of the tenets of the society in which he had chosen to live is that criminals must be punished. Socrates 

ultimately was unwilling to step outside that social contract, even to save his life. !
This idea of a social contract is at the center of All My Sons. “The concept behind it was that Joe Keller was 

both responsible for and part of a great web of meaning, of being,” Miller said in 1999, “And a person who 

violates it in the way he did has done more than kill a few men. He has killed the possibility of a society 

having any future, any life. He has destroyed the life-force in that society.”  



!
Helen Fein, a sociologist and historian who speaks frequently on the topic of modern genocide, coined the 

phrase “universe of obligation,” which she has defined as “the limits of the common conscience; those 

whom we are obligated to protect, to take into account, and to whom we must account.” In All My Sons, 

Joe and Chris Keller operate under different assumptions when it comes to their respective universes of 

obligation and who falls inside and outside the sphere of their social contract. !
“Joe Keller’s crime is that he has sent defective cylinder heads for use in aircraft engines, he has committed 

perjury, and has allowed others to bear responsibility rather than accept the consequences of his own 

actions. But this is not primarily a play about a crime. It’s about a man’s failure to understand the terms of 

the social contract. In Miller’s wartime play The Half-Bridge, never produced, the ultimate crime, in a drama 

about espionage and blackmail, is not those breaches of criminal law but the removal of buoys which mark 

safe passage through ocean waters. Remove such buoys, both literal and symbolic, and there is no longer a 

common world from which we may derive either personal identity or social meaning. This is what is at stake 

in All My Sons.” — Christopher Bigsby !
TRAGEDY AND THE COMMON MAN 

“I believe that the common man is as apt a subject for tragedy in its highest sense as kings were. On the 

face of it this ought to be obvious in the light of modern psychiatry, which bases its analysis upon classic 

formulations, such as the Oedipus and Orestes complexes, for instance, which were enacted by royal 

beings, but which apply to everyone in similar emotional situations. More simply, when the question of 

tragedy in art in not at issue, we never hesitate to attribute to the well-placed and the exalted the very same 

mental processes as the lowly. !
In the sense of having been initiated by the hero himself, the tale always reveals what has been called his 

“tragic flaw,” a failing that is not peculiar to grand or elevated characters. Nor is it necessarily a weakness. 

The flaw, or crack in the character, is really nothing—and need be nothing, but his inherent unwillingness to 

remain passive in the face of what he conceives to be a challenge to his dignity, his image of his rightful 

status. !
There is a misconception of tragedy with which I have been struck in review after review, and in many 

conversations with writers and readers alike. It is the idea that tragedy is of necessity allied to pessimism. 

Even the dictionary says nothing more about the word than that it means a story with a sad or unhappy 

ending. This impression is so firmly fixed that I almost hesitate to claim that in truth tragedy implies more 

optimism in its author than does comedy, and that its final result ought to be the reinforcement of the 

onlooker’s brightest opinions of the human animal. !
For, if it is true to say that in essence the tragic hero is intent upon claiming his whole due as a personality, 

and if this struggle must be total and without reservation, then it automatically demonstrates the 

indestructible will of man to achieve his humanity. The possibility of victory must be there in tragedy. Where 

pathos rules, where pathos is finally derived, a character has fought a battle he could not possibly have won. 

The pathetic is achieved when the protagonist is, by virtue of his witlessness, his insensitivity or the very air 

he gives off, incapable of grappling with a much superior force. Pathos truly is the mode for the pessimist. 

But tragedy requires a nicer balance between what is possible and what is impossible. And it is curious, 

although edifying, that the plays we revere, century after century, are the tragedies. In them, and in them 

alone, lies the belief— optimistic, if you will, in the perfectibility of man. It is time, I think, that we who are 

without kings, took up this bright thread of our history and followed it to the only place it can possible lead in 

our time—the heart and spirit of the average man.” — Arthur Miller 



DRAMATIC METHODS !!
DRAMATIC EFFECTS 

1. Calm, casual, relaxed, informal, quotidian, mundane, celebratory, humorous, jocular, convivial. 

2. Tense, uneasy, unsettling, menacing, aggressive, hostile, violent, explosive, shocking. 

3. Pathos, sympathy, pity, empathy, emotional, fear, disquieting, dread, suspense. !!
DRAMATIC STRUCTURE 

Three-act structure of tragedy: exposition, conflict, catastrophe / denouement.  !
Deceptively calm and relaxed opening to Acts 1 and 2. Dramatic end to both Act 2 (Chris’s repudiation of 

Keller and Joe’s admission) and Act 3 (Joe’s suicide). The Chris-Keller conflict is arguably the play’s climax.  

Mother’s slip is arguably Keller’s peripeteia, where his fortunes take a sudden reversal. The suicide is self-

evidently the catastrophe that brings about catharsis for the audience. !
Dramatic rhythm alternates between tense and relaxed moods. For instance, Frank’s entrances usually break 

the tension by injecting comedy. Similarly, the uneasiness between Chris and Keller at the end of Act One is 

disrupted by celebratory calls for ‘Champagne’ and ‘tuxedos’ at Chris’s wedding with Ann. !
Chronologically linear, morning-to-night scheme: optimistic brightness to grim darkness, order to chaos.  !
Compressed action: the drama unfolds within twenty four hours or so. !
Bringing the past into the present: the key incident occurs before the play’s timeline and haunts the 

characters. George’s entrance is ‘delayed’ in Act 2 and signifies the ‘return of the repressed’. !!
SETTING AND SYMBOLS 

The Kellers’ backyard is the only setting in the play. It provides a ‘semi-private’ space that is both ‘secluded’ 

from the rest of the community and open to visits from neighbours. Significantly, the backyard setting  with 

its garden chairs foregrounds the family’s good relations with the community. On the other hand, the ‘thick’ 

poplar trees are a metaphorical shelter for the family from external threats, or a prison / cage that entraps 

them in the past / their denial of Larry’s death and Keller’s culpability. !
This setting simultaneously establishes the nostalgic mood of the play, as it is the centre of Ann, Chris and 

Larry’s childhood. The setting also ‘conserves’ their relationships as they existed in the past: Chris will 

always be Larry’s brother and Ann will always be Larry’s girlfriend in the backyard. We can also interpret the 

poplar trees as a symbol of the Kellers’ ‘hermetic’, closed-off existence. !
The apple tree represents Larry after his disappearance. It also symbolises the Kellers’ lives after Larry’s 

death; it was planted to mark the beginning of Kate’s ‘fantasy’ that Larry is still alive. As a biblical parallel to 

the Book of Genesis, it could possibly signify the Kellers’ collective guilt as well. !
The jail motif, first highlighted in the exchange between Bert and Keller, arguably book-ends the play. At the 

end, Chris ‘convinces’ Keller to serve time in jail to atone for his misdeeds. These references to prison can 

also be seen in Ann and George’s allusions to the poplar trees. 



!
The letter confirms Larry’s suicide; it brings finality, negating the fiction and fantasies constructed around 

Larry’s ‘disappearance’. The baseball glove represents the characters’ memories of him before he left for the 

war. !
The newspaper is read for its classified (profit, business) and book (intellect, sophistication, moral high-

ground) sections.  !!
DRAMATIC ACTION 

Movement and distance between characters: ‘He is close to him now’ (41), ‘their movements are now those 

of subtle pursuit and escape. Keller keeps a step out of Chris’s range as he talks’ (78) !
Physical intimacy or closeness: ‘Mother cups his face in her hands… touches his hair’ (63), ‘He kisses her, 

but without their bodies touching’ (37), ‘He grips Chris by the back of the neck’ (41). !
Physical aggression: ‘She has taken his arm, and unwillingly he moves across stage with her’ (64), ‘snatches 

letter from Ann’s hand’ (84), ’taking his arm’, ‘pulling violently away from him’ (88) !
Physical violence: ‘With his fist he pounds down upon his father’s shoulder’ (78) !!
CHARACTERISATION AND CHARACTER DEVICES 

Names: Biblical allusions in ‘Joe’ the father and ‘Chris’ the son, Kate Keller is defined by her role as ‘Mother’. !
Joe Keller: A tragic hero who makes an ‘incorrect moral choice’ which he must atone for and as an 

Everyman (the average Joe) who is presented as a ‘man among men’.  !
Chris Keller: A contradictory hero figure who is idealistic, embodies Christian virtues, demands self-sacrifice, 

yet accepts materialistic values of his milieu and denies his father’s guilt. !
Joe and Chris: Father and son are presented as foils who hold contrary values. They symbolisetribalism / 

familial loyalty / materialism vis-a-vis social responsibility / civic duty / idealism. !
Mother: Mother is described by Frank Rich as an ‘unwitting monster who destructively manipulates 

everyone’s guilts, enforces the most conformist social values and attempts… to disguise psychotic impulses 

as physical ailments and familiar self-martyrdom’. Is she an outright villain or deserving of sympathy? !
George Deever: A foil to Chris, stuck in the past, alienated, aimless (vis-a-vis Chris’s idealism and family). He 

also represents ‘the past re-entering the present’, or as an agent of justice who interrogates the past. !
Jim Bayliss: A foil to Chris who admires his ideals / values but is more realistic in prioritising his family. He 

can also be understood as an authorial voice who laments the ‘the compromise is always made’. He seems 

to provide the most balanced, though cynical, perspective towards the ideological conflict in the play. !
Jim and Sue Bayliss: The Greek Chorus of the play, representing the rest of the community to comment on 

the main action. It is Sue who confirms Joe’s misdeed in Act 2. !



!!
DICTION / REGISTER 

Miller’s dialogue is generally naturalistic and informal, reflecting the Midwestern setting of the play and the 

rather ‘common’ roots of its characters. !
Joe Keller’s language is unmistakably working-class: abbreviated sentences, sentence fragments, dropped 

letters (thinkin’) and colloquialisms (e.g. gonna). His words largely express his pragmatic world view and a 

blind devotion to the family. Kate’s malapropisms suggest a similar working-class background.  !
Chris uses ‘difficult’ words that demonstrate his intellect / education and high-minded ideals / values. 

George’s speech tends towards the legalistic, befitting his interrogative role and his background as a lawyer. !
Sue and Jim Bayliss both seem to speak with a cynical, jaded outlook that contrasts with the exuberance 

and perhaps naiveté of Frank and Lydia Lubey. !!
SENTENCE FUNCTIONS 

1. Declarative: a straightforward statement — ‘She’s not Larry’s girl’, ‘You killed them’. 

2. Interrogative: a question or rhetorical question — ‘Any news?’, ’How dare you pack her bag?’ 

3. Imperative: a command or directive, without a subject — ‘Go on’, ‘Listen to him’, ‘Give it to him’ 

4. Affirmative: to coax or show agreement — ‘I will’, ‘Sure, why not?’, ‘All right, Joe’, ‘Yes, I’m sure’ 

5. Exclamative: to express joy, shock, anger, pain — ‘You killed them, you murdered them!’ 

6. Invective: to abuse, insult or criticise harshly — ‘You’re a big boy now’, ‘What the hell are you?’ 

7. Laudative: to praise or commend — ‘Joe McGuts’, ‘She could turn Mahatma Gandhi into a heavyweight!’ !!
MORE INTENTIONS OR EFFECTS 

In addition to the above sentence functions, the following should be used in place of generic verbs like 

‘said’, ‘replied’ or ‘asked’ that do not provide much insight into the effects of dramatic language: persuade, 

coax, argue, question, challenge, accuse, threaten, attack, hurt, spite, vent anger, reject, lecture, dominate, 

overrule, be defensive, reconcile, pacify, placate, sympathise, blackmail, manipulate, dissuade, deflect 

attention, infantilise. !!
MORE IMPORTANT FEATURES 

1. Pauses and silences denoted or implied by Miller’s stage directions. 

2. Pauses denoted or implied by use of ellipsis (…) or dash (—) within dialogue. 

3. Syntax: sentences can be short / terse or long / extended to different effects. 

4. Repetition and cumulation: it may be easier to consider patterns of words (e.g. ‘for you’) that we can 

associate with various characters or concerns than to fret about fancy categories. 

5. ‘Stories’ and recounts: Keller’s retelling of his exoneration (32), the revisionist account of the day he 

made Steve ship the twenty-one defective cylinder heads (34), George’s version as told to him by his 

father (59), Keller’s continued rewriting (70) and Mother’s nostalgic reminiscing of the past (63).  



ACT ONE !
Exposition 

The tree / Nov 25th !
Rising action 

‘Chris Keller Inc’

ACT TWO !
Complication 

George’s arrival !
Reversal 

Mother’s slip !
Climax 

Chris-Keller conflict

ACT THREE !
Falling action 

Letter from Larry !
Catastrophe 

Keller enters the house

CLIMAX
Reversal

Falling Action
Catastrophe
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Exposition consists of early 
mater ia l prov id ing the 
theme, establishing setting 
and introduc ing major 
characters and sometimes 
early hints of the coming 
conflict.

EXPOSITION

Rising action is an increase in 
tens ion or uncerta inty 
deve lop ing out of the 
conflict.

DENOUEMENT

The moment of reversal is called 
the peripeteia in classical tragedy. 
The protagonist’s fortunes change 
irrecoverably and at some point, 
he rea l i ses h i s t rag ic flaw 
(hamartia).

The falling action is a culmination 
to the final catastrophe and 
invokes catharsis (emotional 
purgation) for the audience. 

The catastrophe presents 
the hero suffering for an 
earlier choice and that 
choice causes suffering to 
those the hero loves or 
wants to protect.

The climax is the moment of 
greatest tension, uncertainty 
or audience involvement. 
Sometimes called the crisis. 

An intensification of the conflict in 
a story or play. Complication 
builds up, accumulates, and 
develops the primary or central 
conflict.

TRAGEDY 
FREYTAG’S  PYRAMID


