
ALL MY  

SONS 

“The play presents a world where family is 
more important than morality.” Discuss. 



 

FAMILY 

What makes up a family 
in the context of AMS?  

What defines a family?  



 

What is morality? 

What kind of 
moral values 

are characters 
in All My Sons 
expected to 

demonstrate?  

Social 
Responsibility? 

Honesty? 



How does Miller demonstrate that the 
preservation of a family (in terms of its 

structure OR relationships) is more important 
than moral values like social responsibility 

and honesty? 



1700s 

Post WWII 



Quick buzz: What are the expected roles 
of a Father, Mother and their children?  



Leave 

it to 

Beaver 





Excerpt: 

If I just close my eyes, the 
wonderful smell of coffee 
will wake me up… you’ll 
be at my elbow with a 
steaming cup… I’ll find 
myself in a magic place… 
A kitchen of white and 
gleaming tile of red-
bordered cupboards…  

Here at Kelvinator, when 
Victory is won, all the 
new strength, the new 
abilities and skills born of 
war, will be turned to 
production for peace. 



Ma! I miss your apple pie 
Ma I miss your apple pie 
Ma I miss your stew 
Ma they're treating me alright 
But they can't cook like you 
 
Oh ma nobody's spoiling me 
Like you used to do 
 
 



HOW ARE JOE AND KATE 
CHARACTERISTIC OF THE 

AMERICAN NUCLEAR 
FAMILY OF THE 1950s? 



KELLER: Here’s another one. Wanted – old 

dictionaries. High prices paid. Now what’s a man going 

to do with an old dictionary? 

FRANK: Why not? Probably a book collector. 

KELLER: You mean he’ll make a living out of that? 

(Act One, 5) 



KELLER: Because what the hell did I work for? That’s 

only for you, Chris, the whole shootin’ match is for 

you! (Act One, 17) 

KELLER: I could live on a quarter a day myself, but I 

got a family so I – (Act Three, 83) 



Joe’s identity is 
inextricably 

tied to the 
family & his 

role in it 
 

FATHER - FINANCIAL PROVIDER 



MOTHER: Joe?… Did 
you take a bag from 
under the sink?...  
JOE: Yeah, I put it in 
the pail. 
MOTHER: Well, get it 
out of the pail. That’s 
my potatoes…  
JOE: (laughing) I 
thought it was garbage.  
MOTHER: Will you do 
me a favour Joe? 
Don’t be so helpful. 
KELLER: I can afford 
another bag of 
potatoes. (Act One, 18) 
 



 

Joe & Kate: Conventional husband and wife of the 
1950s American nuclear family whereby the wife is 
preoccupied with household chores like cooking 
while the husband’s duty is to be the financial 

breadwinner.  



MOTHER (1) 

‘a woman of uncontrolled inspirations 
and an overwhelming capacity for love’ 

(18) 
 
 

MOTHER: Joe… Did you take a bag 
from under the sink?... Well, get it out 

of the pail. That’s my potatoes…  
If you would make up your mind that 
every bag in the kitchen isn’t full of 

garbage you wouldn’t be throwing out 
my vegetables. Last time it was onions.  

 
 

Mother comes out on last line. She 
carries a pot of string beans. (19)  

Sits, and rapidly breaks string beans in 
the pot. (20) 



MOTHER (2) 
 

Archetypal Mother:  
- Gentle 
- Nurturing  
- Homemaker 

(repeated 
references to 
food like 
‘potatoes’, 
‘vegetables’ and 
‘onions’) 

 



MOTHER (4) 
MOTHER: Remember the way 

he used to fly low past the house 

when he was in training? When 

we used to see his face in the 

cockpit going by? That’s the way 

I saw him… He was so real I 

could reach out and touch him. 

And suddenly he started to fall. 

And crying, crying to me… 

Mom, Mom! I could hear him 

like he was in the room. Mom!... 

it was his voice! If I could 

touch him I knew I could stop 

him, if I could only – (Act One, 

20) 



MOTHER (5) 

MOTHER: (cups his face in 
her hands)…(touches his 

hair)…(her pity, open and 
unabashed, reaches into him) 

(63) 
 

MOTHER: Georgie, Georgie 
(63)… Why should he argue? 

Georgie and us have no 
argument. (64) 

 
 





CHRISTOPHER 

KELLER,  

INCORPORATED 

Joe views Chris as responsible for taking over the 
legacy that he has left behind and continuing the 

family line 



caring and supportive 

Mother, Mother! (She looks into his face.) The 
wind blew it down. What significance has that 
got? What are you talking about? Mother, 
please… Don’t go through it all again, will 
you?... Sure, and let’s break out of this, heh, 
Mom? I thought the four of us might go out to 
dinner a couple of nights, maybe go dancing 
out at the shore… (To Mother) You’ll start 
with this aspirin.  

 

Values his relationship with his 
mother  

PROTECTIVE 



‘Joe McGuts’ 

Chris’ adulation of Keller highlights 
Chris’ child-like hero-worshipping 
of his father. 

 

VALIDATE + MIMIC the higher morals of his 
father 



Social Institution -  
Building block of 
Society 



Family 
Relationships 

Community 

Nation 



FAMILY 

SOCIETY 

CHRIS: 
Don’t you 
have a 
country? 
Don’t you 
live in a 
world? (78) 



Community 

Nation 

Family 
Relationships 



KELLER: You’re a boy, what could I do! I’m in business, a man is in 

business KELLER: Chris… Chris, I did it for you, it was a chance and I 

took it for you.  

  

CHRIS: You were afraid maybe! God in heaven, what kind of a man are 

you? Kids were hanging in the air by those heads. You knew that! 

KELLER: For you, a business for you!  

 

KELLER: (desperately, lost) For you, Kate, for both of you, that’s all I 

ever lived for… 



KELLER: You wanted money, so I made money…  

MOTHER: Joe, Joe… It don’t excuse it that you did it for 

the family. 

KELLER: It’s got to excuse it! 

MOTHER: There’s something bigger than the family to him. 

KELLER: Nothin’ is bigger! (Act Three, 83) 



‘I know you’re no 
worse than most men 

but I thought you 
were better. I never 
saw you as a man. I 

saw you as my father’ 
(89) 



THE PROTECTIVE 
MOTHER 

MOTHER: (with suddenness) Stop that, Bert. 
Go home. (Bert backs up, as she advances.) 

There’s no jail here… 
MOTHER: (turning on Keller furiously) 

There’s no jail here! I want you to stop that 
jail business! (Act One, 23-24) 

 
 

‘God does not let a son be killed by his 
father’ (75) 

Mother’s protectiveness of the family is evident 
in her abrupt and aggressive actions that the 
audience is made aware of through Miller’s stage 
directions.  
 
Mother’s angry repetition of the fact that ‘there’s 
no jail here’ is yet another frantic attempt that 
illuminates a need to preserve a sacred familial 
order where ‘a son [is protected and not] killed 
by his father’.  



‘MAN FOR MAN’ 
Chris’ vision of the family extends beyond the son’s personal 

responsibilities to the individual’s social obligations to his community.  



‘You’re not even an animal, no 
animal kills his own, what are 

you?’  

Chris’ derogates his 
father to the base level 

of an ‘animal’ – does he 
values social 

responsibility more than 
his relationship with his 

father ? 



CHRIS: I’m going away… I’m going 
away for good… I’m yellow. I was made 
yellow in this house because I suspected 

my father and I did nothing about it 
(Act Three, 87) 



It is not transgression of social 

responsibility that Chris is reacting against 

but the betrayal of familial relations (of father 

killing son).  



 

Family Relations  

> 

Higher Ideals 



Theatrical Contrivance 

 



ANN: Boy, the 

poplars got thick, 

didn't they? (Act 

One, 25) 

  

GEORGE: The 

trees got thick, 

didn’t they? (Act 

Two, 57) 



 

THEY 

WERE 



Reflect, Respond, Relate 
1) Why are we presented with the 

Lubeys and Baylisses? What are the 
parallels or contrasts between the 
Kellers and these other couples?  

2) 2. From an alternative point of view, 
how can we view Chris as prioritizing 
himself? How would this relate to this 
lecture? 

3) 3. Do other characters in All My Sons 
value honesty? 
 
 
 


