
All My Sons
The Last of Us
Prelim Review + Goodbye

ACT ONE
THE HOME WE LIVE IN

PASSAGE-BASED QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the presentation of Joe Keller here 
and elsewhere in the play (Act Two, p52-54).

The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called resignation is confirmed desperation. From 
the desperate city you go into the desperate country, and have to console yourself with the bravery of minks  and 
muskrats.

Henry David Thoreau, Walden

THESIS 1
[CONTEXT] Above anything else the passage presents the audience with further insight into the 
protagonist’s character. Joe is presented here in his family setting but now with an awareness of an 
impending and possibly destructive confrontation with George. [EFFECTS] The audience is aware of 
tension but has, as yet, not been made fully aware of Joe’s role in the release of faulty engine parts. 
[ANALYSIS] As we read the passage, we are aware that Joe’s e!orts to ‘make good’ with George and 
Steve Deever are his attempts to atone for his past errors. [PURPOSE] As such, Miller seems to be 
presenting an opportunity for the audience to empathise with Joe Keller’s all too human fallibility.

THESIS 2
Moving from laughter to disquiet, the passage establishes for the audience Joe Keller’s hamartia and 
supposed ‘dumb[ness]’ before stripping away most of his respectability. While we see his ‘goodness’ as a 
father and as a ‘forgiving’ ex-partner, the rising tension in the scene suggests that he is not as innocent 
as he seems, with his emphasis on the family telling us more about his sense of guilt. If home is where 
Keller’s heart is, it is home — his blind devotion to family — that will send him crashing against his son, 
his ‘only accomplishment’, later in the play. [PURPOSE] The passage indelibly marks Joe Keller as a 
pitiable tragic hero, who aware of his own misdeeds, fears being ‘crucified’ by Chris.

THE IMPORTANCE OF CONTEXT
The best answers always consider the immediate ‘surroundings’ of any given passage and show an understanding of 
dramatic structure. In this extract from Act Two, the audience witnesses a conversation between Ann, Keller and Chris on 
George and Steve, on family and on civic responsibility. Immediate links can be made to (i) EARLIER in the play - Keller’s 
‘frightened’ state (42-43) on hearing of George’s arrival and; (ii) LATER - George’s explosive arrival (55), his uneasy 
stand-o! with Keller (68-71), as well as the volatile Chris-Keller confrontation (76-78). Miller’s introduction of Keller (3) 
and the dénouement where Keller vows that ‘nothin’ is bigger’ than the family (83) are crucial in the bigger picture.
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PARAGRAPH 1
The opening of the passage presents Keller once again as an ‘average Joe’ whose good intentions and 
humility are traits that the audience can empathise with. [ANALYSIS] This humility is conveyed via 
Keller’s self-referential joke that ‘the only dumb ones left are the bosses’ while his employees at the 
plant are ‘lieutenants, majors and colonels’. Throughout the extract, Keller seems to consciously present 
himself as ‘dumb’, declaring that he is ‘ain’t brainy’ and cannot compare to ‘a college man’; he speaks 
about lowly, ordinary tasks like taking out the ‘garbage’ and ‘sweep[ing] the floor’ as if he were the ‘only 
one left’ to do them. The use of colloquial language in ‘I been thinkin’ and ‘No kiddin’, that is either 
ungrammatical or fragmented, and his comic misuse of the word ‘brooch’ reinforce the sense that this 
simple, unassuming character is deserving of the audience’s sympathy. [LINK] We are also reminded of 
the stage directions at the start of the play, where Keller is introduced as an ‘uneducated man’ of 
‘peasant-like common sense’ (3). [PURPOSE] However, this impression will be frayed later in the play, as 
we see that Ann is exactly right — Joe is ‘not so dumb’. A harsh interpretation might see Keller as 
constructing an innocent front and so trying to mitigate his role in the deaths of twenty-one men. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF CLOSE ANALYSIS
One way of upgrading an average 25-27 mark answer is by close analysis. Most of you are able to identify the intention or 
tone of dialogue, but not always the LINGUISTIC techniques. Quotation must be given not just at line level (e.g. ‘I want 
you to understand me’) but also at WORD (e.g. ‘want’) and PHRASE (e.g. ‘I want you to’) level whenever appropriate. 
Provide su"cient ELABORATION of how the e!ects are created (e.g. ‘set up’ > capable).

PARAGRAPH 2
In this light, we begin to see the figure of Joe Keller as a tragic hero, his ‘nobility’ counter-balanced by 
his guilty conscience. [ANALYSIS] In the exchange between Keller and Ann, the audience notes the 
former’s repeated o!ers to George and Steve Deever as a way of compensating for the damage he has 
done to their family. [LINK] Aware of George’s rage-fuelled arrival in the next scene, Keller tries to 
assuage his own guilt and di!use the bad blood between the two families. [ANALYSIS] At first, he 
employs a mild, persuasive rhetoric towards Ann, with qualifying statements such as ‘I mean to say’, ‘I 
been thinkin’ and ‘I want you to understand’ to try to obtain her support — or perhaps her forgiveness. 
He then promises to ‘set up George here’ and ‘bring’ Steve ‘into the business’, where the verbs ‘set up’ 
and ‘bring’ to show his savvy and capability as a provider. This is underscored by his frequent material 
allusions (‘business’, ‘A good job’, ‘place’) throughout the extract. [PURPOSE] Miller intends for his 
audience to recognise Keller’s guilt but perhaps also his misguided belief that money can ‘sweeten’ the 
Deevers and neutralise the ‘bitterness’ he caused. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF DRAMATIC AWARENESS
While not at the expense of word choice et al, analysis of DRAMATIC METHODS (visual, auditory, visceral) is important 
and will lead to a more textured response. Consider the ACTION (e.g. passing the apple, gestures, gets up) and TONE 
(e.g. speaks more nervously) denoted by the stage directions. Also actively think about DRAMATIC EFFECTS on the 
audience in terms of mood (e.g. high-strung) and their impression of certain characters or ideas at that specific point of the 
play (e.g. Here, we see Keller as a noble father figure and not quite a ‘murderer’). Both were not evaluated as much as 
we’d like to have seen at the Prelim Exam, so keep the dramatic aspects in mind!
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PARAGRAPH 3
Despite his painstaking attempts to ‘make amends’, the protagonist’s guilt is clearly revealed through 
the shift in dramatic mood. [ANALYSIS] The first half of the passage is genial and rather comic, lined by 
jokes and the stage directions, ‘as they laugh’ and ‘They laugh’. The act of ‘passing’ apple slices ‘to Ann and 
Chris’ is symbolic of Keller’s paternal care and is congruent with the warm, familial setting. The 
atmosphere changes when Keller starts to talk about George and Steve, pausing as he ‘takes a breath’; 
the multiple use of ellipses (‘See… this is what I mean’, ‘Ann…’) and repetition of short phrases (‘I been 
thinkin’… your brother George. I been thinkin’ about your brother George’) display a nervousness that in 
turn reflects a mixture of fear and guilt. Miller’s stage directions denote Keller going into a ‘Slight panic’, 
‘speaks more nervously’ and ending on a ‘commanding outburst in high nervousness’. The conscience-
stricken protagonist displays his guilt even more evidently when ‘he looks about, wanting to retract it’ with 
‘his hand’ going to ‘his cheek’, pretending to ‘shave’ to avoid the issue. [LINK] The audience is reminded 
here of Mother’s various ‘headaches’ in Act One and her similarly clumsy attempts to deny the truth.
[PURPOSE] The Kellers’ repression of their conscience and knowledge comes back to haunt them later in 
the play, [LINK] as the disquiet in the extract will only escalate upon George’s entrance and erupt after 
Mother accidentally reveals the truth.

KELLER. No, kid, it ain’t nice of me. I want you to understand me. I'm  thinking of Chris. (Slight panic.) See...  this  is 
what I mean. You get older, you want to feel that you – accomplished something. My only accomplishment is my 
son. I ain’t brainy. That’s all I accomplished.

PARAGRAPH 4
[LINK] Anticipating the explosive conflict between Chris and Keller later in Act Two, this passage 
underscores the hamartia or tragic flaw beneath Keller’s magnanimity. [ANALYSIS] Keller, as he readily 
admits to Ann, isn’t ‘nice’. He is motivated by a deep-seated concern for Chris and his family’s 
happiness, that ultimately trickles down to a sense of tribalism. The audience imagines that he is always 
‘thinking of Chris’ because to Keller, [LINK] ‘nothing’s bigger than’ the family’s interests (83) and Chris 
is ‘his only accomplishment’. [ANALYSIS] The word ‘accomplishment’ here highlights the unyielding 
devotion of this father figure to his son, while the use of ‘only’ here underlines the narrowness of this 
outlook. The casual tone of his first line, ‘Well, somebody’s got to make a living’ belies its significance in 
the whole play. [PURPOSE] Miller portrays his tragic hero as blinded by his duty to the family (‘got to’) 
as provider (‘make a living’), so much so that he neglects his duty to his fellow man and cannot accept 
that he ever did ‘kill anybody’ (76). As such, the passage arguably lays the ground for the clash between 
Keller’s desire to sustain the ‘business for [Chris]’ and Chris’s belief in civic responsibility.

PARAGRAPH 5
It is in the light of Keller’s hamartia that we comprehend his impassioned insistence that ‘A father is a 
father’. [ANALYSIS] He repeats this mantra twice in the conversation with Ann (‘a daughter is a 
daughter, and a father is a father’), the second of which ends on an exclamation (‘A father is a father!’). 
From these platitudes, the audience deduces that family loyalty is of the utmost priority, even if it 
comes at the cost of moral values. To Keller, to be a ‘father’ and ‘daughter’ is to forgive and forget; he 
claims he ‘don’t understand why she has to crucify the man’. The choice of ‘but’ in ‘I owe him a good kick 
in the teeth, but he’s your father’ illuminates a resolute belief that Ann should spare Steve [LINK] in the 
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same way Keller expects Chris to ‘excuse’ and ‘forgive’ him in Act Three (83). [PURPOSE] It is precisely 
this absolute belief in family relations that brings about Keller’s ‘persecution’ by Chris and his eventual 
‘downfall’ later in the play. While Chris despises this moral ‘flaw’, the audience can only pity a father who 
subconsciously pleads for his son’s forgiveness all throughout the extract.

CONCLUSION
We too then are called to ‘see it human’ (34). Ann’s closing line, ‘Let’s forget the whole thing, Joe’, has a 
somewhat ironic e!ect, as it becomes clear that nothing will be forgotten in the remainder of the play, 
— not least by George and Chris. The given passage is significant because it establishes Joe Keller’s 
deep-rooted tribalism that led to unintended consequences and creates sympathy for him. The guilt-
ridden tragic hero seeks leniency and atonement, pledging to mend the cracks between his family and 
the Deevers, between him and ‘his only accomplishment’. He is fallible, but we ask if we should really 
‘crucify’ this average Joe, this dumb man, this family man.

INTERLUDE
In this short break, we will gain insight on the Joel-Ellie relationship that forms the emotional core of The Last of Us. We 
will then try to uncover similarities between the two ‘texts’ by watching a morally questionable murder sequence.

ACT TWO
THE CHOICES WE MAKE

ESSAY QUESTION
‘Don’t you have a country? Don’t you live in a world?’ (Act Two) Discuss Miller’s presentation of social 
responsibility in the play.

THESIS 1
This quotation is one that encapsulates the concept of social responsibility in All My Sons. [IDEA 1] Chris 
Keller’s words make it clear that, as far as he is concerned, one should follow a ‘man for man’ philosophy 
in life. [IDEA 2] However, when we consider Miller’s presentation of social responsibility, we have to also 
accept that things are not so simple. Chris’s idealism is not necessarily the same as Miller’s and [IDEA 3] 
the presentation of the all too human and vulnerable Joe Keller [PURPOSE] helps us realise that human 
beings killing “themselves for each other” is an ideal that is beyond normal everyday reality.

THESIS 2
While Miller is writing explicitly against war profiteering, his stand on social responsibility is arguably far 
less absolute. This dialectic of ideas and values—between private and public morality, idealism and 
materialism, self-sacrifice and self-interest—is presented within the insoluble tension between Joe and 
Chris Keller. The high-minded Chris appears to emblematise Miller’s call to be ‘responsible’ but the 
audience begins to question the sensibility of such idealism. The sympathetic portrayal of Joe Keller, 
whose role in the death of twenty-one pilots would ordinarily make him a villain, further challenges the 
play’s ‘Man for man’ creed. With the su!ering caused by Chris’s moral vendetta, All My Sons perhaps 
interrogates whether it is really wise to be a ‘Jesus in this world’.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF STRUCTURE AND ARGUMENTATION
Use your introduction to provide a clear OUTLINE of ideas that you will discuss. Place them in a logical sequence, either 
from simple to complex, from surface to deeper meaning, from initial impression to final understanding. Give us YOUR OWN 
INTERPRETATION of Miller’s message or ‘purpose’. Every subsequent paragraph must develop this thesis statement. An 
essay without some form of personal response or argument will almost certainly be mediocre.

PARAGRAPH 1
Miller’s portrayal of social responsibility would seem to pivot on Chris’s unsullied idealism. His ‘heroic’ 
monologue near the end of Act One is emblematic of the ‘big principles’ (67) espoused by the play: we  
have a collective responsibility towards our ‘country’, our ‘world’ and can be ‘better’ (91) than the petty 
individualism that characterised post-war America. 

- Name: ‘Chris’ bears allusions to his Christ-like morals; the admiration he wins from Jim (48)
- Language of sacrifice: ‘responsibility’, ‘they killed themselves for each other’, ‘Man for man’ (38)
- Jim’s perspective: ‘In the battalion he was known as Mother McKeller’ (25), ‘my boys’ (78)
- Language of compunction: ‘ashamed’, ‘wrong’, ‘loot’ convey Chris’s rejection of materialism (38)
- Sue’s perspective: ‘Chris makes people want to be better than it’s possible to be’ (48)

There is a definite romantic appeal to Chris’s moral message. However, Miller’s view leans more towards 
Sue’s: the ‘man for man’ sacrifice that Chris exalts is an unrealistic, unattainable ideal.

THE IMPORTANCE OF IDENTIFYING BROAD METHODS
I have decided to give you an outline (rather than a full essay) partly to highlight the BROAD METHODS in italics. Most 
Prelim responses to the essay question tended to be narrowly episodic, without clearly discussing methods. Simply 
quoting appropriate ‘evidence’ is not enough! Thinking in terms of broad methods will allow you to string quotations from 
various parts of the play and not just one scene (e.g. ‘materialism’ extends beyond ‘Christopher Keller, Inc’ and ‘business’).

PARAGRAPH 2
Indeed, any lofty aspirations toward social responsibility are undermined by the figures of Jim and Sue 
as the play unfolds. Chris’s final confession that he too is ‘practical’ (87) reminds us that the principle of 
social responsibility must be balanced by a sense of pragmatism.

- Material values: ‘make a fortune for you’ (38); ‘But now I’m practical, and I spit on myself.’ (87)
- Sue’s criticism: ‘If Chris wants people to put on the hair shirt let him take o! his broadcloth. He’s 

driving my husband crazy with that phony idealism of his.’ (49)
- Jim as authorial voice: ‘I would love to help humanity on a Warner Brothers salary’ (7); ‘These private 

little revolutions always die. The compromise is always made.’ (80)

Miller seems to suggest that Chris’s wartime values cannot be easily transposed onto a post-war context 
entangled in the American Dream. The ‘realistic’ Sue Bayliss and her husband, the failed idealist provide 
the more convincing voices on social responsibility.
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PARAGRAPH 3
Given this restrained idealism, it would seem that the play is not wholly condemnatory of the 
materialism and self-interest that plague the ‘average Joe’ of the forties and fifties.

- Material images: ‘build you a house’, ‘it’s good money, there’s nothing wrong with that money’ (41)
- Language of devotion: ‘I want you to spread out, Chris, I want you to use what I made for you’ (41), ‘I 

did it for you’ (77), ‘For you, a business for you’ (78), ‘For you, Kate, for both of you’ (84).
- Animal imagery: ‘You’re not even an animal, no animal kills his own’ (78), ‘This is the land of the great 

big dogs, you don’t love a man here, you eat him! The world’s that way… This is a zoo, a zoo!’ (88)
- Keller’s perspective: ‘Chris, a man can’t be a Jesus in this world!’ (89)

The play thus reflects how we are a product of our social environment and that unqualified idealism is 
never within reach, not when one’s social duty is set in opposition to one’s family and material security.

THE IMPORTANCE OF RELEVANCE
Maintain focus on the topic of ‘social responsibility’. Don’t try to write an essay on the father-son relationship or on 
George Deever and pray that your two lines with the words ‘social responsibility’ will somehow make it relevant. While it is 
not a fully accurate indicator, any paragraph that makes multiple references to the concept of social responsibility is more 
likely to be on-point than a paragraph that concentrates on Chris this, Chris that, Chris this, Chris that.

PARAGRAPH 4
Chris’s persecution of his father for his moral blindness has the reverse e!ect of creating sympathy for  
Keller and the ‘animals’ who neglect their duty to society. The explosiveness of the Chris-Keller 
confrontation is distressing but also reflects the irresolvable tensions between social responsibility and 
familial loyalty.

- Verbal violence: ‘with burning fury’, outburst of short exclamatives and rhetorical accusations, verbal 
threats such as ‘I ought to tear the tongue out of your mouth’ (78)

- Physical violence: ‘With his fist he pounds down upon his father's shoulder.’ (78)
- Keller’s pitiful response: ‘Chris... My Chris…’ paints him as naive and perhaps quite the ‘innocent’ (78)
- The letter: ‘How could he have done that? Every day three or four men never come back and he sits 

back there doing business… if I had him there now I could kill him.’ (90)

Social responsibility, in the hands of Chris Keller, is presented as a destructive force, rather than the 
‘constructive’ virtue he saw in his ‘boys’. As Chris reads Larry’s suicide note aloud, the two sons express a 
shared sense of shame and outrage against their father. As a dramatic device, the letter is another 
‘monument’ of public responsibility that inadvertently leads to private catastrophe.

THE IMPORTANCE OF A GREAT ENDING
As your essay reaches its own ending, you are likely to move onto an interpretation of the play’s DENOUEMENT. End 
your essay strongly by RESPONDING to Miller’s presentation of social responsibility (a personal response is more suited 
to the essay question; it is valid in the PBQ, but less so) and reiterate what you think the play’s ‘purpose’ is.
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PARAGRAPH 5
Keller’s decision to take his own life in lieu of going to prison denies this ‘social play’ a sense of resolution 
or closure. The ending provides neither an emphatic answer nor an upbeat, rousing message. It opens 
new wounds, calling upon its audience to interrogate their own stance on Joe Keller’s act of ‘penance’.

- Dramatic structure: the tragic denouement places doubt on the value of social responsibility 
- O!-stage action: the audience hears a ‘shot’ being fired inside the house (91)
- Stage directions: Chris is ‘almost crying’ as Mother ‘begins sobbing’ (91)
- The title and lack of anagnorisis: Keller becomes cognisant of Larry and Chris’s valorisation of social 

responsibility, but arguably does not recognise the twenty-one pilots as ‘all my sons’ (91)
- Chris as authorial voice: ‘You can be better! Once and for all you can know there's a universe of people 

outside and you're responsible to it…’ (91)

CONCLUSION
Chris’s final call for social responsibility is diminished by the play’s tragic, mournful ending. While the 
play is hardly a straightforward ‘assertion of man’s need to take responsibility for his own actions’,  it asks 
its audience to tread the troubled waters of both self-interest and public morality and make their own 
decision. Do we have a country? Do we live in this world? At the end of the play, the answer is a 
tempered ‘yes’, a yes that recognises our inherent self-interest, but also a yes that signifies our desire to 
rise above it. We remember we are called to be better.

ACT THREE
THE PATH WE CHOSE

ELLIE. Hey, wait. (sighs) Back in Boston—back when I was bitten. I wasn’t alone. My best friend was there. And she 
got bit too. We didn’t know what to do. So—she says, “Let’s  just wait it out. Y’know, we can be all poetic and lose our 
minds together.” … I’m still waiting for my turn— 
JOEL. Ellie—
ELLIE. Her name was Riley and she was the first to die. And then it was Tess. And then Sam.
JOEL. None of  that is on you.
ELLIE. No, you don’t understand.
JOEL. I struggled for a long time with survivin’. And you — no matter what, you keep finding  something  to 
fight for. Now, I know that’s not what you want to hear right now but it’s—
ELLIE. Swear to me. Swear to me that everything you said about the Fireflies is  true.  [Joel lies to Ellie in a previous scene 
that the Fireflies could not find a cure even with dozens of  other immune subjects. In fact, Ellie is the only real hope for humanity.]
JOEL. I swear.

Finally, All My Sons, much like The Last of Us, is a story of loss and survival. Like Ellie, Chris literally 
survives the war but struggles to find peace. Like Joel, Joe is a survivor who clearly has ‘something to 
fight for’—the family. He succeeds, but at what cost? As a tragic hero, Joe’s achievement is also his own 
downfall. Is he a murderer or is he a survivor? I am inclined to think that we have been shown what it 
means to survive. Thank you for being on this journey. All the best for your ‘A’ Levels!  END.
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