
TOPIC 
How far would you agree that All My Sons is mainly concerned about the consequences of war? 

THESIS 
All My Sons is concerned about the destruction caused by war: the loss of human life and the loss of our 
humanity. It first mourns these collective losses with its post-war audience, but later launches a furious 
response to Joe Keller’s illicit business dealings. In so doing, the play suggests that a ‘jungle existence’, 
plagued by self-interest, can be replaced by the ‘man for man’ responsibility and human solidarity born 
from the war. Its audience is thus called to see all men, including Keller, as all our sons. 

METHODS 
1. Genre and context: the classical three-act tragedy is set in the wake of actual tragedy (WWII). 
2. Structure: the past and the truth behind the defective shipment emerge with George’s arrival. 
3. Structure: the ending delivers the play’s moral lesson of connectedness, but in an ambiguous way. 
4. Setting: the apple tree stands as an ever-present memorial to Larry and symbol of the Kellers’ guilt.  
5. Symbol: Larry’s letter, read aloud by Chris, propels the play towards truth… and catastrophe. 
6. Language: Keller portrays himself as a victim of a ruthless military industry (‘knock you out’). 
7. Language: Chris’s charged, fragmented speech rhythm and violent interrogatives are aimed at Keller. 

CONCERNS 
1. War and suffering: Miller’s characters mourn for the past and for their losses in the aftermath. 
2. Family loyalty: preservation of kin and one’s own bliss takes precedence over moral ideals. 
3. Guilt and shame: Chris exhibits typical survivor’s guilt, while Keller steadfastly denies his crimes. 
4. Social responsibility: Keller disregards his relationship to society and so, forsakes his ‘humanity’. 

QUESTIONS 
1. What are the effects of war on the Kellers and their community? How are they all victims? 
2. What is the role and significance of George Deever? How does he enact an authorial voice? 
3. How is the American military industry portrayed through different characters’ perspectives? 
4. How is Larry’s ‘presence’ in the play significant to the concerns of loss and responsibility? 
5. In what ways is All My Sons a social play that seeks to educate its post-war audience? 
6. Is Joe Keller cast as a villain or a victim, a threat to society or a common man worth pitying? 

All My Sons 
We Are Human 
War, corruption and responsibility

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’… is that the crime is seen 
as having roots in a certain relationship of the individual to society.  Arthur Miller



1 .   W E  G R I E V E  

FOR WHOM THE BELL TOLLS 
(What) The shadow of death looms large in All My Sons from first page to last. No monument, seven-
day observance or twenty-one gun salute mark the passing of Larry Keller, Chris’s ‘boys’ (78), the 
twenty-one pilots or the countless others whose perished in the war. (How) One remnant of the Kellers’ 
lost son hangs in the background — a stump of an apple tree in the backyard, which the stage directions 
describe as ‘toppled’ with its ‘fruit still clinging to its branches’. Its wretched, fallen state serves as a painful 
reminder of Larry’s absence for the Kellers, its ‘still clinging’ fruit an apt metaphor for their persistent 
hope for his return. Miller’s post-war audience would know, because they too have witnessed and 
mourned the deaths of their ‘sons’. (Why) Appealing to this shared sense of suffering, the play expresses 
a concern for the war, or more acutely, its destructive effects: the loss of human life and loss of our 
humanity.  

(What) Making its Broadway debut just two years after the end of World War II, the wounds of the past 
are ever present in the play. (How) Act One is filled with references to the war and the past, from news 
of missing soldiers (23), how things ‘used to’ be (7, 20, 26) ‘in my day’ (5), ‘those dear dead days’ (25), 
to Larry’s shined shoes (27). (How) Mother’s dream might strike a raw nerve, earning the pity of a post-
war audience with her delusion that Larry will return (29). (How) The playwright even makes an allusion 
to the collective ‘they’, the mothers and fathers in the audience coping with their own loss, also ‘still 
waiting for their sons’ in vain. (Why) The play paints a human face of war (at odds with the P40s on your  
Methuen book cover), suggesting that the true victims of war are the living rather the dead. 

(What) Indeed, war is presented to have upended life in the suburbs. (How) The constant allusions to 
time evoke the stasis that surrounds the Kellers. Mother has spent three years ‘waiting’ for Larry (14), 
Ann and Chris have been ‘waiting’ for each other (36) and Joe professes that he is waiting for Steve to 
‘move back right on this block’ (32). (How) While Mother desperately clings onto vestiges of the past, 
the lives of Joe and Chris have been suspended for ‘a couple years already’ (9), the word ‘already’ 

What passing-bells for these who die as cattle? 
Only the monstrous anger of  the guns. 
Only the stuttering rifles’ rapid rattle 
Can patter out1 their hasty orisons2. 
No mockeries now for them; no prayers nor bells;  
Nor any voice of  mourning save the choirs,— 
The shrill, demented3 choirs of  wailing shells 
And bugles calling for them from sad shires4. 

Wilfred Owen, ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ (written 1917) 

1 rapidly speak out 
2 their hasty prayers 

3 raving mad 
4 English counties

In the left corner, downstage, stands the four-foot-high stump of  a slender apple tree whose upper trunk and branches lie toppled beside it, 
fruit still clinging to its branches (Act One, 3).

MOTHER. Well, if  you're sure then you're sure. (She turns her head away for an instant) They don't say it on the radio but 
I'm sure that in the dark of  night they're still waiting for their sons. (Act One, 29)

Lecture 7 / We Are Human   "                                                                                                                                                                                                                           2



bearing the frustration and helplessness they both feel. (How) The war itself has left emotional scars on 
Chris, who concedes in Act One that ‘it takes a little time to toss… off’ his survivor’s guilt (38). Twice 
admitting to feeling ‘ashamed’ and ‘wrong’, Chris’s words are sunk deep in his own despair. 

(How) The metaphor of an abandoned ‘railroad station’ summarises this sense of futility (from the 
absolute term ‘never’) and meaninglessness of post-war existence for veterans like Chris. (Why) As it 
becomes clear that the surviving Kellers have lost their own ‘lives’ to the war, the audience can only 
extend their sympathies to this fractured American family. 

EMPIRE OF THE SON 
(What) The war has also widened the fault lines within the Keller household. (How) Eager to forge a new 
future, Chris fires the first salvo early in Act One, issuing a threat to ‘get out’ (16) while the stage 
directions establish that he is ‘standing his ground’ (20) against Mother’s wishes. (How) The isolation of 
the son from his family is reinforced by Kate and Joe’s melancholy dialogue in Act Three. 

(How) The anaphoric repetition of ‘I don’t know’ denotes Kate’s disconnectedness from the fearless 
soldier of ‘war’ and the longing for the son she once knew ‘here’. (How) Joe’s use of distancing language 
(‘this one’) to refer to his own flesh and blood, and the indignation in ‘Goddam… hair falls out’ further 
confirms that their father-son relationship has become irreparable towards the end. (Why) Chris’s 
wartime values are now seen as antithetical to ‘everything’ Keller stands for — his pragmatic values of 
making ‘a deal’, overcharging ‘two cents’. War may have robbed the Kellers of their first son; in reality, 
they have ‘lost’ both their sons. With this depressing vision of the present, All My Sons sends a painful 
reminder to its post-war audience of their own suffering. 

2 .  W E  F I G H T  

CHRIS. Because it’s not right. We never took up our lives again. We’re like at a railroad station waiting for a train 
that never comes in (Act One, 21).

MOTHER. I don’t know. I’m beginning to think we don’t really know him. They say in the war he was such a 
killer. Here he was always afraid of  mice. I don’t know him. I don’t know what he’ll do.  
KELLER. Goddam, if  Larry was alive he wouldn’t act like this. He understood the way the world is made… This 
one, everything bothers him. You make a deal, overcharge two cents, and his hair falls out (Act Three, 84).

GEORGE. You’re not going to marry him. […] Because his father destroyed your family. […] Cut it short, Chris. 
[…] Don’t civilise me! (Act Two, 58) 

GEORGE (surging back at him) I’m not through now! (Back to Ann) Dad was afraid. He wanted Joe there if  he was 
going to do it. But Joe can't come down... He's sick. Sick! He suddenly gets the flu! Suddenly! But he promised to take 
responsibility… They know he was a liar the first time, but in the appeal they believed the rotten lie and now Joe is a 
big shot and your father is the patsy (Act Two, 59). 

GEORGE (to Ann). He simply told your father to kill pilots, and covered himself  in bed! (Act Two, 73)
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A FEW GOOD MEN 
(What) The play seems to blame the loss of human values for the destruction of human life. It takes 
specific aim at the ‘illicit fortunes… being made’ by military contractors who ‘violated the rules every 
day’ (Miller). (How) The lawyer character George Deever is a symbol for the play’s call for justice. One 
can argue that George acts out an authorial voice at times, speaking for Miller against ‘every man who 
made money in the war’ to ‘put him up against a wall’ (69). (How) This self-righteous anger is foretold by 
Jim’s warning that George has ‘blood in his eye’ (55). From the stage directions, George is pictured 
violently ‘surging up at’ Chris (69) and later ‘stands’ to ‘judge’ Keller’s actions (70). (How) His dialogue is 
similarly charged by imperatives (‘Don’t civilise me!’, ’I’m not through now!’) and antagonistic diction: 
he blames Joe for telling a ‘rotten lie’ that ‘destroyed’ his family, having ‘killed’ twenty one men with 
‘blood’ on his hands (60), the intensity of each word also echoing Miller’s own moralistic tone (‘illicit’, 
’violated’). (How) Fundamentally, it is by way of George’s confrontations with Chris and Keller that the 
truth that Joe was never sick comes to light. (Why) Thus, George’s entrance in Act Two represents 
many shifts in the play: the return of the repressed past, the removal of Keller’s deception and the swift 
arm of justice slowly being delivered. The playwright, and his character ‘stand-in’, display absolute 
intolerance towards the war profiteers who severed the social contract, and so shed their humanity.  

INGLOURIOUS BASTERDS 
(What) Keller is employed as representation of these devious, dishonest ‘killers’. (How) In a tense 
confrontation with George, he recounts two elaborate stories about Steve to assign him the ‘blame’ for 
the defective cylinder heads. (How) The irony when Keller denounces Steve as one who ‘never learned 
how to take the blame’ is unbearable for an audience familiar with the play, who understands that it is 
Keller who would never take the blame and ‘rather see everybody hung’. (How) Yet, the Iago-like 
cunning in the quotation stands out more. The untiring repetition of ‘you know’ and ‘you remember’ 
phrases, particularly the direct address to ‘you’, is choreographed  to manipulate George into believing 1

his lie and keep Steve in prison. (Why) The notion of self-preservation at all costs — rampant during the 
war  — comes at the expense of innocent families like the Deevers. 

KELLER. (the force of  his nature rising, but under control) I’m sad to see he hasn't changed. As long as I know him, twenty 
five years, the man never learned how to take the blame. You know that, George. […] But you do know it… he 
damn near blew us all up with that heater he left burning for two days without water. He wouldn’t admit that it 
was his fault, either. I had to fire a mechanic to save his face.  You remember that. […] There are certain men in the 
world who rather see everybody hung before they’ll take blame. You understand me, George? (Act Two, 70) 

IAGO. My lord, for aught I know… My lord, you know I love you… I do beseech you… to let you know my thoughts. 
OTHELLO. This honest creature doubtless / Sees and knows more, much more, than he unfolds (Act 3, Scene 3).

KELLER (with growing emphasis and passion, and a persistent tone of  desperation). Who worked for nothin’ in that war? When 
they ship a gun or a truck outa Detroit before they got their price? Is that clean? It's dollars and cents, nickels 
and dimes; war and peace, it's nickels and dimes, what's clean? Half  the goddam country is gotta go if  I go! That's why 
you can't tell me.  
CHRIS. That’s exactly why (Act Three, 89).

 The clear patterning of Keller’s two stories and two accusations (70) implies deliberate planning, in the manner of Iago the ‘director’.1
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(What) The greater crime is the displacement of human values by material values. (How) In the play, the 
audience observes a total lack of compassion when Keller equates ‘war and peace’ to ‘nickels and dimes’, 
‘dollars and cents’. (How) The language of money here is unrepentant, where war is quantified not once, 
but six times in four denominations (nickels, dimes, dollars, cents). These cold, pragmatic terms, which 
even Keller concedes to be un-‘clean’, taint the heroic sacrifices Chris would associate with ‘war’. In fact, 
Keller altogether ignores the battalions of men who ‘worked for nothin’ in that war’ when he asserts this 
rhetorical question. (Why) His amoral, inhumane principles then swim against the current of the 
transcendent, human face of war presented in the first act. Are they to be condemned? 

SAVING MISTER KELLER 
(What) In spite of this judgement, Keller chooses to portray himself as a victim of circumstance, no less 
human than any man. (How) He pleads innocence, resorting to the language of victimhood. Speaking to 
Ann in Act One, he employs repeats imperatives to ‘appreciate what was doin’ and to ‘see it human, see 
it human’ (34). The reference to ‘both of you’ is arguably more interesting, as the audience learns that 
he is indirectly seeking leniency from Chris instead of Ann. 

INTERACTIVE SEGMENT

(What) In your view, does the play condemn Keller’s values? Is he cast as a villain or a passive participant? (Discuss) 

(How) What kind of words are used by the community and Chris to present Keller as a villain or participant? (Analyse) 

Effects linked to ‘villain’ / ‘participant’: 
Villain — base, ignoble, malicious, savage, dehumanised 
Participant — empathy, sympathy, affiliation, association 
Method and evidence: 
Villain — bestial imagery: ‘The beast!’ (32), ‘great big dogs’, ‘you eat him’, ‘zoo’ (87-88), ‘no animal kills his own’ (78) 
Participant — rhetorical questions: ‘But here?’, ‘how can I take it out on him?’, ‘What sense does that make?’ (87-88), 
references to ‘the land’ and ‘The world’s that way’ 
Explain how effect is evoked: 
Villain — Joe Keller’s actions are condemned as murderous, animalistic and so ‘inhuman’. 
Participant — Joe Keller’s actions are presented as belonging to / associated with a pragmatic ‘world’; Chris’s rhetorical 
questions show a sense of resignation, pity towards his hopelessly flawed (‘human’) character.

(Why) Are their views consistent with the play’s stance on war profiteering / violating the social contract? (Post-lecture) 

KELLER. Listen, you gotta appreciate what was doin’ in that shop in the war. The both of  you! It was a madhouse.  
Every half  hour the Major callin' for cylinder heads, they were whippin’ us with the telephone. The trucks were 
hauling them away hot, damn near. I mean just try to see it human, see it human. (Act One, 34)
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(How) When he is vilified in Act Two for ‘killing(ing) twenty-one men’, he begs Chris again in a barrage 
of short, fragmented sentences that, backed by the stage directions ‘his voice cracking’, convey an 
intense desperation. (How) The audience picks up a similar desperation from the repetition of ‘what 
could I do’ and the anaphora in ‘I never thought’, ‘I swear’ and ‘I thought’, by which he denies 
responsibility (‘I never thought’, ‘what could I do’) and claims to be ignorant (‘thought’, ‘swear’) about the 
consequences. (How) Keller continually portrays himself as an innocent casualty of the war process, 
describing his factory as a pitiful ‘madhouse’ and blaming the major who ‘whipped’ him with 
unreasonable demands.(How) He compares the American military to perpetrators executing a series of 
violent actions: they ‘whip’, ’close’, ‘tear up’ and ‘knock you out in five minutes’. (Why) Brutality, as 
Keller reminds Chris, is not just confined to the battlefield. The military-industrial complex is at equal 
fault, where its vicious appetitive for arms is removed from all compassion. However, Keller’s crime is 
not just of ‘selling defective materials to a nation’; despite the ‘process’, Keller remains guilty of 
betraying the ‘relationship of the individual to society’ (Miller). 

FLAGS OF OUR FATHER 
(What) This moral blindness is a result of his hamartia — an unwavering loyalty to his wife and children. 
He lives by the notion that ‘he is a provider… the father of the house… the man from whom all power 
flows’ (Miller). (How) The language of family is to justify his taking the ‘chance’ of shipping cracked 
cylinder heads throughout the play. We hear this in the repeated cries of ‘for you’ (17, 41, 78, 84), 
wherein the word ‘for’ affirms the role of provider and the absoluteness of ‘all’ and ‘ever’ underlines his 
fatherly devotion. (How) It is the narrowness of ‘you’ and ‘both of you’ that proves problematic. By only 
living for his immediate kin, he denies a wider responsibility to an entire country and world. (Why) While 
an audience of mothers and fathers might feel that Keller deserves ‘another chance’, the play will 
evaluate his crimes justly. Act Three will plunge him into catastrophe. 

KELLER. You’re a boy, what could I do! I’m in business, a man is in business. A hundred and twenty cracked, you're 
out of  business. You got a process, the process don’t work you’re out of  business. You don’t know how to operate, your 
stuff  is no good, they close you up, they tear up your contracts. What the hell’s it to them? You lay forty 
years into a business and they knock you out in five minutes, what could I do, let them take forty years, let them 
take my life away? (his voice cracking) I never thought they’d install them. I swear to God. I thought they’d stop ‘em 
before anybody took off. (Act Two, 76-77)

KELLER. It was too late... They came with handcuffs into the shop, what could I do? (He sits on the bench.) Chris.... 
Chris, I did it for you, it was a chance and I took it for you. I’m sixty-one years old, when would I have another 
chance to make something for you? Sixty-one years old you don’t get another chance do ya? (Act Two, 77) 

KELLER (desperately, lost). For you, Kate, for both of  you, that’s all I ever lived for.... 
MOTHER. I know, darling, I know (Act Three, 84).

I can’t express myself. I can't tell you how I feel — I can't bear to live any more. Last night I circled the base for 
twenty minutes before I could bring myself  in. How could he have done that? Every day three or four men never come 
back and he sits back there doing ‘business’.... I don't know how to tell you what I feel.... I can't face anybody... I'm 
going out on a mission in a few minutes. They'll probably report me as missing.  If  they do, I want you to know that 
you mustn't wait for me. I tell you, Ann, if  I had him there now I could kill him… (Act Three, 90)
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APOCALYPSE NOW 
(What) Keller’s ‘retribution’ is delivered by the appearance of the letter in Act Three. First, he learns 
that Larry has committed suicide. Second, he is effectively disowned by both his sons. (How) In this 
heart-rending scene, Chris reads the letter aloud to express Larry’s utter despair and moral outrage at 
the misdeeds Keller committed. The use of anaphora in ‘I can’t express.. I can’t tell you.. I can’t bear.. I 
can’t face anybody’ evokes Larry’s shame and distress, peaking in the declaration, ‘I could kill him’. The 
choice of ‘kill’ is doubly damning because it underscores both rejection and murderous intent. Family, 
Keller’s reason to live (raison d’être) becomes the reason for him to die. (Why) Larry’s letter drives home 
the point that one cannot ‘sit back doing business’ at a time when men ‘killed themselves for each other’ 
(38). The duties to family and society must be balanced. 

(Transition paragraph) For Bigsby, the conclusion of the play is more hopeful than it appears. Keller’s 
death symbolises the death of capitalistic self-interest. Chris’s survival at the end suggests that the 
values of love and human solidarity can triumph over ruthless pragmatism. Concerned with the erosion 
of ‘humanity’, the play rallies its audience to be responsible to ‘a universe of people outside’ (91).  

3 .  W E  H O N O U R  

CALL OF DUTY: BROTHERS IN ARMS 
(What) All My Sons expresses the necessity for human solidarity and responsibility (Bigsby), which Chris 
sees as a ‘new thing’ made from the war (38). (How) Chris is the obvious symbol for these ideals in the 
play, speaking reverently of ‘the love a man can have for a man’. The word ‘for’ features prominently in 
his Act One monologue: his men ‘killed themselves for each other’ and upheld ‘Man for man’ 
responsibility (38). In contrast to Keller’s use of ‘for you’, the word means sacrifice and selflessness in his 
language of moral idealism . For Chris, his company ‘weren’t just’ men; they are elevated to a level of 2

greatness worth commemorating with ‘some kind of a monument’. (How) His dialogue merges the 
context of war (‘men’) with the vocabulary of family (‘kid’, ‘guys I had’). Chris is even compared to a 
‘Mother’ (25) who takes care of ‘my boys’ (78), living up to the play’s title. (Why) Evidently, Chris does 
not differentiate between kin and comrade. The description of Chris’s ‘immense affection and 
loyalty’ (10) in the opening pages is translated into a Christ-like concern for his fellow man… at least in 
Act One. 

On the face of it, the assumptions of capitalism (Keller) are challenged, defeated and replaced by a new generation 
(Chris) whose values, forged in wartime, are now to be socially and morally operative in peace. Larry died in order to draw a 
line across [his father’s corruption]. Chris forces Joe to die for much the same thing. 

Christopher Bigsby, Arthur Miller: A Critical Study

CHRIS. Because they weren't just men. For instance, one time it’d been raining several days and this kid came to me, 
and gave me his last pair of  dry socks. Put them in my pocket. That's only a little thing—but... That's the kind of  guys 
I had. They didn’t die; they killed themselves for each other (Act One, 38). 

JIM. Don’t you believe it. He likes everybody. In the battalion he was known as Mother McKeller (Act One, 25).

 Chris refers to the moral virtues of ‘love’ and ‘responsibility’, and exhorts others to be ‘better’ and more ‘human’ (in the transcendent sense).2
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HALO: CHRIS DEVOLVED 
On closer study, the play’s search for redemption from war is laden with contradiction. (What1) If the 
play is about being human, why does Chris not sympathise with his father? (How) So convicted is Chris 
that he takes on the role of moral arbiter . Through one harsh rhetorical question after another, Chris 3

condemns Keller for his narrow pragmatism, demands that he live for his ‘country’ and ‘world’ and finally 
unleashes an act of physical violence (‘his fist pounds down’) on his own father. If ‘no animal kills his own’, 
then Chris is by his own terms a predator of savage ‘fury’. (Why) The audience, recoiling in horror, 
questions if Chris is truly as ‘Christ-like’. Is the ‘tissue’ between father and son not also valuable, not also 
binding? Does Keller not deserve to be ‘forgiven’ (83) in spite of his failings? 

(What2) If Miller wants his audience to believe that every man is our ‘son’ (as the title suggests), why is 
Keller’s confession at the end of the play half-hearted? (How) The declarative, ‘they were all my sons’ 
does present a recognition of his wider responsibility to society and his failings as a man. (How) Yet, the 
verbs in ‘I think’ and ‘I guess’ are both tentative in effect. So is the qualified reference to Larry (‘to him’). 
(Why) With Chris and Keller’s uncertain principles, the play’s moral lessons are ultimately ambiguous, 
maybe even naive. Borrowing Sue and Keller’s lines, the play’s idealism is perhaps just as ‘phony’ (49) as 
it can be . Perhaps no man can be a ‘Jesus in this world’ (89). 4

4 .  W E  A R E  H U M A N  

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 society. 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 realisation and a sense of one’s 
obligations and love for other people? 

Arthur Miller, Interview with Joan Barthel, The New York Times

KELLER. Sure, he was my son. But I think to him they were all my sons. And I guess they were, I guess they were (90).

CHRIS. We used to shoot a man who acted like a dog, but honor was real there, you were protecting something. But 
here? This is the land of  the great big dogs, you don't love a man here, you eat him! The world’s that way, how can I 
take it out on him? (Act Three, 87) 

CHRIS. I mean you can take those things out of  a war, but… you’ve got to know that it came out of  the love a man can 
have for a man, you’ve got to be a little better because of  that (Act One, 38). 

CHRIS. 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 (Act Three, 89). 

CHRIS. You can be better! Once and for all you can know there’s a universe of  people outside and you’re 
responsible to it, and unless you know that, you threw away your son because that’s why he died (Act Three, 91).

 Judge or authority figure. In the Halo universe, an arbiter is ‘expected to die and to become another great martyr’ for the Covenant race (Halopedia).3

 Paper moon over a cardboard sea, it’s a Barnum and Bailey world (A Streetcar Named Desire, 60), a hair shirt under a broadcloth (All My Sons, 49).4
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DESTINY: THE LIGHT ABOVE 
(What) What we can be is to be ‘better’ than whoever we are, ‘better’ than the mistakes we make, 
‘better’ than what the circumstances push us to do. In my view, the play is concerned about the 
detrimental effects of war on life, but it is even more concerned about its own implications on humanity. 
(How) The second-person perspective in ‘You can be better!’ is in this light wholly intentional, an 
exhortation  for the audience to strive towards compassion and morality. (How) Chris tries to be ‘better’ 5

by demanding and imposing his own principles on his family. After the ‘shot is heard’, the only means 
Chris can be ‘better’ is to belatedly forgive his father and to finally ‘see [him] human’. 

(How) While Mother’s interruptions (the em dash and ‘Shhh’) deprive us of Chris’s true thoughts, we 
sense the remorse at his role in his father’s death. The apology ‘I didn’t mean to’ and the stage directions 
‘almost crying’ provide a glimpse of his regret… and his retroactive attempt to relate to his father’s values 
and motivations.(Why) Villain or victim, tyrant or (founding?) father, Joe Keller is ‘human’. Like Larry or 
the dead heroes of war, Joe  deserves to be mourned and remembered. The play ends on his death, and 6

not Chris’s moralistic message, because the play pleads for sympathy first, solidarity later. We are asked 
to ‘see everyone human’. So the bell tolls for one more son — Joe. 

CONCLUSION - OUR SIGNS ARE VITAL 
(Summary) All My Sons is undoubtedly about the consequences of war as it laments the loss of its 
nation’s ‘sons’ in the opening act. This concern for humanity arrives at the ‘clash between self-interest 
and human solidarity’ (Bigsby). The play is at once an attack on the corruption at home and an homage 
to the comradeship founded on foreign battlefields. (Personal response)  The war may indeed be over, 
but the conclusion of the play reminds us that we are all related to one another as part of a larger family, 
regardless of all the things, right or wrong, we have done. Our bodies may perish, but our hearts, our 
capacity to love, forgive and protect, are still beating.  

Curtain. 

ANN. Chris, I know how much you love [your father], but it could never — 
CHRIS. Do you think I could forgive him if  he’d done that thing? (Act Two, 51) 

(Chris comes out of  house, down to Mother’s arms.) 
CHRIS (almost crying). Mother, I didn’t mean to — 
MOTHER. Don’t dear. Don’t take it on yourself. Forget now. Live. (Chris stirs as if  to answer.) Shhh.... (Act Three, 91)

Now, feel. I am thee and thou art me and all of  one is the other. Thou hast no heart but mine. 
Ernest Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls 

No man is an island, entire of  itself; every man is a piece of  the continent. Any man’s death diminishes me, because 
I am involved in mankind, and therefore, never [ask] for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee. 

John Donne, ‘Meditation XVII’

 Language that emphatically urges or encourages someone to do something.5

 I have chosen ‘Joe’ to remove the tag of ‘killer’ from Keller and see him as ordinary Joe - to see him human.6
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APPENDIX 

GEORGE OF THE JUNGLE 
This revised lecture delivers an overly simplified account of George’s role, which we will rectify here. 
While George searches for truth and justice on a rampage, we have to establish that he resembles 
Miller’s other characters. He belongs in the ‘jungle existence’ of anti-social beliefs in two ways. 

(What) Firstly, his pursuit of the truth is motivated by a desire to clear his father’s name. (How) He 
presents Steve as an innocent victim, the ‘frightened mouse’ who was too ‘afraid’ to ‘do such a thing on 
his own’. He methodically hurls a series of accusations at Chris, in order to portray Joe as a shrewd, 
manipulative businessman who ‘knows’ and ‘sees’ everything and must have told Steve to cover up the 
cracks. (Why) George acts more on self-interest than on grand moral or social ideals. 

(What) Secondly, he gives into Mother’s cajoling in Act Two. (How) The stage directions reveal his ‘deep 
feeling for her’ (60) as he ‘laughs’ constantly (63-68). He greets the offer to stay for dinner with ‘All 
right’ and later admits to having ‘never felt at home anywhere but here’ (71). The audience senses that 
the Kellers provide him a family ‘atmosphere’ (71) that he yearns but has not felt since his father’s 
imprisonment. (Why) George, like Ann, Chris and the other characters, acts on the basis of family. 

(What) These two motivations should be curiously familiar. (How) George plays the foil to Chris in the 
play, opposing Chris at every turn. He antagonises Chris with imperatives and interrogatives (58, 62), 
accuses him of being a ‘liar’ (61) for protecting his father and even threatens to take Ann away (58, 62). 
On the other hand, George’s motivations parallel Chris’s. He moralises, but his own morals are flawed 
(Chris, 38). He looks ‘longingly’ and ‘sadly’ about how ‘pretty’ Lydia got (Chris-Ann, 19). (Why) There is 
simply no character in All My Sons whom we can claim to be absolutely true and just.  

HUMAN OR ARE WE DENSER? 
I suspect that there will be some confusion on the concept of being ‘human’, since we used the word in a 
fluid fashion. (i) For Chris, to be ‘human’ is to adopt high moral principles, to be above the pragmatism of 
society. That is why he believes his company ‘weren’t just men’ and why he wants to believe his father is 
‘better’. (ii) For Keller, to be ‘human’ is to be forgiving (‘see it human’) and never to ‘crucify’ a man for 
his mistakes. When he constantly pleads on Steve’s behalf in Act One, he is probably seeking Chris’s 
compassion. This definition forms our eventual argument: to take responsibility for all our sons, we must 
first learn to care and forgive for them. As the saying goes, charity begins at home.

GEORGE. And he’s the kind of  boss to let a hundred and twenty one cylinder heads be repaired and shipped out of  
his shop without even knowing it? […] And that’s the same Joe Keller who never left his shop without first going 
around to see that all the lights were out. […] The same man who knows how many minutes a day his workers 
spend in the toilet (Act Two, 60). 

GEORGE. And my father, that frightened mouse who’d never buy a shirt without somebody along — That man 
would do such a thing on his own? (Act Two, 61)

Lecture 7 / We Are Human   "                                                                                                                                                                                                                         10


