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Hello there
I am… I am a daughter / son.  

My family consists of…  

To me, a good daughter / son / mother / father is 
someone who… 

Why did we share? Our personal experiences determine our expectations not 
just of our fathers, mothers and siblings but also of Miller’s characters.
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Is Chris presented as a 
‘good’ son?

What makes a good son?  
—Respect, obey, succeed CK



Chris—The One Son
While not outwardly expressed to Keller himself, 
Chris’s love for him is presented to the audience. 

- How: Ann’s perspective codifies Chris as ‘the only 
one I know who loves his parents’ (35) 

- How: Chris speaks of Keller ‘with admiration’,  as 
‘Joe McGuts’ (32), ‘a great guy’ (35) 

- How: Humorous jibes—‘Casanova’ (35), George 
Bernard Shaw as an elephant’ (39). 
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Keller 
& Son

KELLER (with overriding 

affection and self-confidence now. 

He grips CHRIS by the back of 

the neck, and with laughter 

between his determined jaws) (41)

Physical affection 
between



Chris—The Individual
Yet, it is even clearer from the start that Chris is intent 
on pursuing his own interests, his own version of the 
American Dream, even if it means upsetting the family 
equilibrium / Mother’s wishes.  

- How: Verbal threats—‘I’ll get out’ (16-17) 

- How: Syntactical repetition—‘I want’ sentences that 
detail how his desired life with ‘Annie’, ‘some kids’, 
‘a family’ is ‘beautiful’, ‘inspired’ (17)
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Chris—Son of Keller
Twisting the argument backwards, we can argue that 
Chris remains loyal to his father (he fulfils Mother’s 
call to ‘protect us’ on p44) up until he reads Larry’s 
letter. He defends Keller in the face of George’s 
accusations (60-62). He seeks Keller’s repentance over 
enacting punishment at the end of Act Two; his 
violence (78) might be understood as a desperate act of 
helplessness, out of love for a man whom he thought 
would be ‘better’.

CK



Is Kate presented as a 
‘good’ mother?

What makes a good mother?  
—Nurture, care, sacrifice M



Kate—Mother Dearest
Much of Kate Keller’s maternal instincts are 
displayed in relation to Larry or George, rather 
than Chris—her one remaining son. 

- How: The dream sequence vividly recalls her 
memory of Larry’s ‘face’, ‘voice’, ‘roaring of his 
engine’ (20) 

- How: Setting, as reported by Ann—‘the shoes 
are all shined’ (27)

M



Kate—Mother Dearest
- How: The motif of food—‘have some tea with 

me’ (33), ’I’ll make you a sandwich’, ’give him 
some juice’ (63), ‘I got a ham in the icebox, 
and frozen strawberries, and avocados’ (64) 

- How: Verbal affection—‘Georgie, Georgie’,  ‘We 
all love you’ (62), ‘you can’t fool me, I diapered 
you’ (67)
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Kate—Chris’s Mother
Most Mother-Chris conversations are marred by 
disagreement or crafty avoidance. 

- How: Playacting—‘pressing top of her 
head’ (40) 

- How: Chris’s charged, accusatory rhetorical 
questions—‘How dare you pack her bag?’ (74)
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Kate—Chris’s Mother
Ironically, it is only by the loss of the father figure  
that we see Kate playing Mother to Chris. At the 
play’s tragic turn, she offers him words and acts 
of comfort that restore some familial solidarity. 

- MOTHER. Don’t dear. Don’t take it on 
yourself. Forget now. Live… Shhh… (She puts 
his arms down gently and moves towards porch.) 
Shhh…
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Kate—Monster
While the audience is left with a more endearing 
picture of Kate Keller the Mother figure, it is hard to 
ignore her ‘monstrosity’. 

As matriarch, she ‘seals’ the truth and protects the 
family but this is done at the expense of the Deevers. 

Moreover, her unabashed attempts to manipulate 
both Ann (25-29) and George (63-67) by exploiting 
their guilt may seem morally repugnant to some 
audiences.
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Is Keller presented as 
a ‘good’ father?

What makes a good father?  
—Procure, provide, protect JK



Keller—Breadwinner
Joe Keller defines himself and his role as provider 
by the language of business (How). 

- KELLER. I had one of the best shops… a 
respected man; bigger than ever (32) 

- The multiple promises of a ‘house’ (41), ‘the 
business’ (17), ‘Christopher Keller, Inc’ (41) is 
symbolic of Joe’s love for Chris. 
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Keller—Bloody Keller
Keller’s various gifts are all tainted with blood, for 
there is everything ‘wrong with that money’.  

As students from 2T18/19 pointed out, the irony 
is that this money would be used without ‘joy’, 
with ‘shame’ and be part of a thoroughly unclean 
‘start’ for Chris (41). With each of his promises 
unfulfilled, Keller fails as a provider, a father.
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Keller—Unwanted
In lieu of retreading the ‘showdown’ between Chris 
and Keller in Act Two, let us consider the following 
two lines in juxtaposition. 

- KELLER. My only accomplishment is my son. I 
ain’t brainy. That’s all I accomplished (53). 

- CHRIS. But I thought you were better. I never 
saw you as a man. I saw you as my father (89).
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Keller—Unwanted
From the first quotation, Keller defines himself solely 
by his son. Reminded of the motherhood poems? 

Here, we might argue that Keller is portrayed as a 
figure of pathos, a man who wants so badly to be a 
‘good father’ but is repelled at every turn by his son. 

What are Chris’s expectations of a ‘good father’?
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Father—Role Model
During circle time, some from 2T18/19 expressed a 
belief that a father is ‘more’ than just a provider. 

We observed a similar idealisation from Chris. He 
elevates the role of a father to be ‘more’ and ‘better’ 
than ‘a man’. A father, in his view and yours, is a 
role model called1 to act with justice, to serve and to 
love every man tenderly as his own son.

JK1 Now this is a historic first. A cheeky reference to a hymn.
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Minor characters
The minor characters—Jim, Sue, Frank, Lydia—can 
be regarded as a dramatic device to illustrate the 
community’s ‘acceptance’ of the Keller family. 

- How: Frequent and easy entrances and exits to 
discuss all topics; Sue borrowing parsley (8). 

- How: Keller’s story-telling—‘you play cards with 
[me] you know [I] can’t be a murderer’ (32).
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Dramatic Structure
The play unfolds as a family drama from a sense 
of idyllic perfection in Act One to a kind of 
implosion in Act Three. 

!
- Act One: semblance of harmony / bliss, with possible marriage. 

Some signs of tension but more signs of the Keller’s unity. 
- Act Two: George’s entrance threatens to destabilise the family 

but Chris successfully withholds him. Ironically, it is Mother 
who triggers the family’s self-destruction as Chris erupts into an 
inexorable rage against his father. 

- Act Three: Larry’s letter detonates all possibility of familial 
solidarity, pitting Larry against Keller and subsequently 
Chris against Keller. Tragedy ensues. ALL MY 

SONS



The Family Dilemma
My tingling spider-sense tells me that some of you are 
unclear about this concept (which is two concerns 
packed into one), so the next few slides will explain 
this. But let’s digress for a moment. 

Near the end of Act Three, Chris reveals that he 
‘suspected [his] father and [he] did nothing about it’ (87). 
One might jump in and call Chris a hypocrite. The far 
greater point, I feel, is how Miller seeks to destabilise the 
view that Chris is a rarefied epitome of social responsibility 
and self-sacrifice. Because he isn’t.
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Chris—Family Man
In the same scene, Chris expresses utter shame at his 
‘yellow[ness]’, his cowardice, his ‘practicality’, his 
likeness to ‘great big dogs’ (87). 

At that point, Miller’s audience would finally sees 
Chris as a man ‘like his father’: immensely loyal (10), 
fiercely protective (60), someone who ignored his own 
suspicions for Keller and for the family.  

We are led to believe that despite his call for ‘Man for 
man’ ‘responsibility’, he places his family first.
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Chris—Archer Part II?
According to Mother, there is ‘something bigger than the 
family to him’ (83) — his ideals, his belief in the common 
good, his desire to live and die for others. 

But the audience knows that Chris is stuck in a dilemma: 
does he shield his family or does he seek justice? Even until 
the moment of Keller’s death, not once does Chris demand 
that Keller surrender himself. The closest we get is, ‘It’s not 
what I want to do. It’s what you want to do.’ (89) 

Chris wishes for justice but on Keller’s own doing. 
He chooses to stay a good son. ALL MY 

SONS



Chris—Archer Part II?
In that sense, there is an overarching dilemma. 
While he extols the virtues of his men and their 
sacrifice, he struggles to live up to his own words. 

The conflict between social responsibility and 
tribalism / family loyalty is not just an external 
one between Chris and Joe Keller. 

It lies within Chris. It is an internal conflict -  
a ‘family dilemma’, so to speak.
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Age of Responsibility
The play can thus be read as one about Chris 
Keller’s dilemma.  

By the same token, I would argue that the ‘family 
dilemma’ does not really accrue to Joe and Kate 
Keller. Both seem to wholeheartedly believe that 
‘nothin’ is bigger’ than the family (83). 

When Joe Keller finally accepts that Larry and Chris see 
‘something bigger’, he fulfils his own prophecy and  
‘put[s] a bullet in [his] head’. ALL MY 

SONS


