
OBJECTIVES 
Before you feel the love of the Mid Year Exam, we will re-awaken the force within you: key skills and 
approaches to the essay and the passage-based questions. For the essay, we will (i) develop an argument 
on the father-son relationship and (ii) identify broad methods relevant to each idea. For the PBQ, we will 
(iii) organise your response in a logical way and then (iv) closely analyse the text for effects. 

BROAD METHODS (ESSAY) 
1. Genre: the play is arguably a domestic tragedy about the inexorable collapse of family relationships. 
2. Structure: the breakdown is marked by the climax in Act Two and catastrophe in Act Three. 
3. Language: Chris describes his father with affection (‘Joe McGuts’) and intimacy (‘we’, ‘Dad’). 
4. Language: Chris’s dialogue disintegrates into charged, accusatory short sentences (‘You killed…’). 
5. Language: Keller emphasises the importance of the family and family loyalty throughout. 
6. Language: the repetition of ‘for you’ until the very end epitomises Keller’s motivation, raison d’être. 
7. Motif: the use of bestial imagery heightens Chris’s vilification of his father (‘not even an animal’). 
8. Staging: acts of physical violence in Acts Two and Three, followed by significant exits (78, 88). 

SPECIFIC METHODS (PBQ) 
1. Language: Chris’s dialogue comprises harsh declarative sentences, accusatory rhetorical questions. 
2. Language: references to ‘my boys’, ‘country’ and ‘the world’ illustrate Chris’s social responsibility. 
3. Language: the repetition of ‘for you’ is part of Keller’s language of family and family loyalty. 
4. Language: the repeated emphasis on ‘forty years’ and ‘what could I do’ is a plea for forgiveness. 
5. Language: constant interruptions by Chris is followed by Keller’s constant denial (‘it don’t mean’). 
6. Motif: the appeals to ‘Christ’, ’God’ and ‘Jesus’ express a sense of helplessness, inner turmoil. 
7. Stage directions: verbal aggression in ‘horrified at his overwhelming fury’ and ‘with burning fury’. 
8. Staging: ‘his fist pounds down upon his father’s shoulder’, later ‘covering his face as he weeps’. 

CONCERNS 
1. Familial relationships: ideological conflict between father and sons; the sons ‘disown’ their father. 
2. Familial loyalty: Keller justifies his misdeeds on the basis of devotion and providing for the family. 
3. Social responsibility: Chris preaches the ‘monumental’ importance of ‘love for another man’. 
4. Denial vs truth: whilst aware of Mother’s delusion, Chris and Joe are blind to their own differences.  

All My Sons 
Mirrors 
The Father-Son Relationship

Love isn’t something we invented. It’s observable, powerful, it has to mean something... Love is the one thing we’re 
capable of  perceiving that transcends dimensions of  time and space. 

Amelia Brand, Interstellar (2014) 

But love is blind and lovers cannot see / The pretty follies that themselves commit. 
Jessica, The Merchant of  Venice (1605)



T H E  E S S A Y  Q U E S T I O N  

‘Chris and Joe represent conflicting values and morals, but the play is essentially their private tragedy.’ 
How far do you agree with this comment? 

INTRODUCTION - MIRRORS 
All My Sons is set on the grand stage of human morality. (Counter-argument) It centres on the battle 
between private and public interests, slashing away at Joe Keller for his familial loyalty and elevating 
Chris Keller’s beliefs in social responsibility. Behind this high-minded message however lies a simpler 
theme common to Miller’s dramatic oeuvre . (Thesis) At its heart, the play is about a father and son 1

whose love for each other is seen, severed and shattered. The tragedy arises from their inability to see 
each other for who they really are and what they each stand for. Chris and Joe essentially seek mirrors 
of themselves: Chris envisions a father who devotes himself to all men, not just his own relations; Keller 
expects a son for whom ‘nothin’ is bigger’ than family and the business. (Effects) With these reflections 
nowhere to be found, the audience watches in horror and pity as their two worlds collide. 

PARA 2 - WONDERWALL  2

(What) The emotional backbone of the play — the father-son relationship — is formed early in Act One 
through the stage directions and their tender, doting descriptions of each other. 

- (How) The names Joe and Chris define them by their familial roles. As an allusion to Christ, ‘Chris’ 
embodies the ‘ultimate son’ — the son of man. Joe, reflecting Joseph, is the ‘ultimate father’.  

- (How) The playwright describes Chris as being ‘like his father’, ‘capable of immense affection and 
loyalty’ (10) and reminds us via Ann’s words, how he is ‘the only one… who loves his parents’ (35). 

QUESTION ANALYSIS

Conflicting values and morals - ‘public’ concerns: social responsibility and moral idealism vs familial loyalty and pragmatism 

Essentially - stand: which is more important in your view and how are the ‘private’ and ‘public’ linked? 

Private tragedy - concerns: family relationships (father-son), disrupted by their hamartia (blindness). 
- structure: the play moves from order to chaos, with anagnorisis but ends on catastrophe. 
- effects: pathos (pity and sadness), catharsis (relief), sympathy.

WHAT MAKES A THESIS? 
The essay thesis must put forward an argument on the purpose of the text. To move beyond restating the quotation (I 
assume everybody wants to but might be stuck), you can posit a reason why the play is a private tragedy rather than a 
social play about conflicting values. Our reason here draws on dramatic structure (seen, severed, shattered) and dramatic 
effects (horror, pity). For most questions, you may offer the play’s message to you — it comments on the destructiveness 
of self-interest, it expresses cynicism towards social responsibility or it calls its audience to embrace all their sons.

 The body of work by an artist or writer; see the father figure (Willy) and son (Biff) in Death of a Salesman. No salivating over Andrew Garfield, please.1

 Under the sentimental anthem of ‘You’re my wonderwall’, we find hurt and profound disappointment (‘you should’ve… realised what you’re not to do’).2
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On the other end of the relationship, Joe is constructed in the stage directions as a ‘man amongst 
men’ (3) who appears deserving of his two sons’ hero-worship. 

- (How) Indeed, Chris speaks and acts with glowing affection for his ‘Dad’. Terms of endearment such 
as ‘Joe McGuts’ (32), ‘George Bernard Shaw as an elephant’ (39) and ‘a bigger ignoramus’ (52) 
connote respect, fondness or both at once. The stage directions further underline the 
‘admiration’ (32) and ‘loving’ (39) with which he regards his father. 

- (How) Likewise for Joe, his son is mentioned with a steady stream of pride, held up as ‘my only 
accomplishment’ and ‘all’ that he ‘accomplished’ (53). The use of absolute terms ‘only’ and ‘all’ here 
reinforce the strong affinity Joe feels for Chris, who validates (‘accomplishment’) his life’s work. 

- (Why) This happy introduction to the father-son pair in Act One is relatable and possibly heartfelt 
for the audience. This empathy will be called upon when the relationship unravels in the next act and 
the love runs out. 

PARA 3 - STOP CRYING YOUR HEART OUT 
(What) Arguably, the father-son relationship is crushed by the weight of Chris’s moral idealism. These 
new beliefs, carried back from the war, obscure his comprehension of Joe’s values, pulling him away from 
his family and the concept of family itself. 

- (How) His mind is flanked by the thoughts of his company (whom he reveres as ‘my boys’ and ‘kids’) 
and that of his ‘country’, ‘world’, ‘where… you come from’ (78) and ‘a universe of people 
outside’ (90). Chris’s high-minded rhetoric is founded on universal relations and the altruism that 
comes with it. The word ‘for’ recurs in his speech as a mark of sacrifice: he believes that one should 
live ‘for man’, to have ‘the love a man can have for a man’ like how his men ‘killed themselves for each 
other’ (38).  

- (How) Chris commits the error of asking the same from Joe. This is obvious to the audience in Act 
Three with his frequent demands for moral virtue. In Chris’s ideal vision, his ‘father’ ought to be 
‘better’ than most men (89), or at least ‘be a little better’ by being ‘responsible’ (90).   

- (How) When Joe fails to reciprocate Chris’s intentions, laying in poor judgement the motives of 
‘business’ (78), ‘nickels and dimes’ (89), Chris lashes out at him with ‘deadly’, ‘overwhelming 
fury’ (76) and a brutal ‘fist… upon his father’s shoulder’ (78) that would horrify any audience. 

- (Why) The son’s renouncement of his father can be traced back to Chris’s own fallibility: what he 
‘saw’ and ‘thought’ his idealised father to be exceeds what he ‘know(s)’ Joe to be. It is this contrast 
between expectation and reality that makes All My Sons a poignant family tragedy. 

THINKING IN BROAD METHODS 
Methods such as character names (e.g. ‘Mother’), setting (e.g. apple tree, monetary description of house) and dramatic 
structure are more useful in an essay question response than a PBQ response (which demands more close analysis). For 
language, you can cite word choice (e.g. language of altruism), repetition (e.g. frequent use of ‘for’) and patterns of 
sentences (e.g. Chris’s appeals / imperatives). For stage action, quote a pattern of stage directions and label the effect.

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 (Almost breaking.) I can’t look at you this way, I can’t look at myself ! (Act Three, 89)
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PARA 4 - STAND BY ME  
(What) The conflict between father and son is aggravated by Joe’s clouded judgement; he expects Chris 
to embrace the concepts of family and familial duty in the way they animate his world view. 

- (How) Joe makes multiple appeals for understanding early on, acknowledging the consequences of 
his ‘mistake’ but denying his culpability (‘it ain’t murder’). These calls to ‘appreciate what was doin’ in 
that shop’ and to ‘see it human, see it human’ (34) are delivered in either high modality or pleading 
tone (‘you gotta’, ‘just try to’) because he is indirectly addressing Chris.  

- (How) Joe believes that his language of devotion is enough to convince him to ‘forgive’ and not 
‘crucify’ him (32). The play is saturated with his refrain ‘for you’, from ‘the whole shootin’ match is 
for you’ in Act One (17) to ‘for both of you, that’s all I ever lived for’ (84) in Act Three. 

- (How) In similar fashion, Chris furiously repeats ‘For me!’ three times to effectively reject his own 
father. Joe is struck down but continues to woefully call out for ‘My Chris’ — a version of Chris who 
reflects his values (78). 

- (Why) Blinded by love and pride, Joe stubbornly refuses to notice his son’s divergent principles. This 
faith in familial loyalty (rather than the lack of ‘responsibility’) is what leads Joe to his tragic downfall. 

LET’S LABEL THE METHOD!

(How) For Joe, family ties are bound by unconditional forgiveness. This conviction is portrayed via… 

Methods: (i) The repeated emphasis on familial roles / blood relations of ‘father’ and ‘son’;  
(ii) extremity / absoluteness of his declaratives: ‘Nothin’, ‘bigger’, ‘Because’, ‘put a bullet’, exclamatory sentences (!). 

Effects: overwrought / highly tense, resolute / unwavering. 

Evidence: ‘A father is a father!’ (54), ‘Because he’s my son. Because I’m his father and he’s my son’, ‘I’m his father and he’s 
my son and if there’s something bigger than that I’ll put a bullet in my head’, ‘Nothin’ is bigger!’ (83). 

HOW TO GATHER EVIDENCE AND METHODS 
We stress the importance of broad methods; you should know by now Joe’s use of ‘for you’ and where it recurs in the 
three acts (i.e. 17, 41, 77, 84). However, we realise that you may not have enough ingrained knowledge… yet. This interim 
approach may prove useful: (i) start with a relevant passage (e.g. 52-54) and identify the key quotations; (ii) identify the 
method or pattern (e.g. terms of affection / devotion); (iii) try to collect matching quotations from elsewhere (e.g. 32, 39). 

STAYING RELEVANT TO THE QUESTION 
Paragraphs 3 and 4 to illustrate how Chris and Joe’s conflicting values are presented. The straightforward analysis (e.g. 
high-minded rhetoric vs language of familial devotion) answers the first part of the question. To consider the play as 
essentially a private tragedy, we chose to examine (i) how their beliefs are repelled by the other character to evoke pathos in 
the audience; (ii) why the play is tragic, showing Chris and Joe to be at fault for the destruction of their once-beautiful 
relationship. Love transcends, but love also entraps.
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PARA 5 - BLOOD RUNS DRY 
(What) Chris is ultimately unable to ‘let (his) father go’ (75) as Mother demands. The estrangement 
between father and son, culminating in the act of patricide , is most keenly felt in the denouement. 3

- (How) Joe dreads his son’s rejection. This is expressed via his rhetorical questions to Kate in Act 
Three, phrased in the negative form: ‘But he wouldn’t put me away though… He wouldn’t do that… 
Would he?’ (83) His worst fears are realised when Chris implies that he should go to jail. 

- (How) Chris does this through passive-aggressive commands, which provide Joe the illusion of 
choice but in reality condemn him for his actions: ‘Now you tell me what you must do’ (89), ‘Now 
blame the world. Do you understand that letter?’ (90). The constant reference to ‘you’ is striking in 
this context, suggesting to the audience that Chris has dissolved his relationship with his father. It is 
‘you’ who will decide his course of action and by extension, their collective fate.  

- (How) Larry’s letter, read in Chris’s voice, provides the play’s most poignant moments. The distress 
in ‘I can’t bear to live anymore… How could he have done that?’ echoes Chris’s sense of shame in his 
father from an earlier line: ‘Now if I look at him, all I’m able to do is cry’ (87). Chris does cry because 
his father, crumbling in his sons’ shame, take his own life. 

- (Why) The death of the father figure draws the audience away from Chris’s moral lesson (‘You can 
be better’) to remind them of the play’s emotional core — a family torn apart from within. 

CONCLUSION - LET THERE BE LOVE 
(Summary) The tragedy arises from Chris and Joe’s failure to ‘appreciate’ or ‘see’ these differences. 
Rather than forgive his father for being fallible like ‘most men’, Chris stands on his moral high ground 
and sends his father to his death. Rather than appease his son’s sense of ‘responsibility’, Joe foolishly 
insists that nothing is bigger than the family. (Extension) The play provides its audience some closure to 
this clash in its final scenes. Joe concedes that ‘to him they were all my sons’ (90), recognising at long 
last both his sons and what they reflect. The words ‘to him’ are the most powerful because they allow 
Joe to express a desire to re-connect with Chris in his last moments. (Personal response) For all its moral 
questions and dilemmas, All My Sons is a tragedy about the loss of a father (who has ‘lost’ two sons) and 
the love they once shared. In the end, love is perhaps all the Kellers see.  4

THE ESSAY COMES FULL CIRCLE 
Arguing in our introduction that the play is driven by a father-son ‘love story’, we attempted in paragraph 2 to elucidate 
the ‘immense affection and loyalty’ shared by father and son. The next three paragraphs dived into the tragic splintering of 
the relationship to show an ‘insoluble clash’ of beliefs. Given that neither side is able to influence (or ‘reflect’) the other, we 
will argue that the tragedy of the play really comes from the love always there, yet never realised. Soppy yet true.

 The act of killing one’s father; see Oedipus the King, the original Star Wars trilogy and Joseph Campbell’s ‘Atonement with the Father’ trope.3

 To borrow the cliché, ‘Love isn’t finding a perfect (reflection). It’s seeing an imperfect (reflection) perfectly.’4
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T H E  P A S S A G E - B A S E D  Q U E S T I O N  

Write a critical commentary on the following passage (Act Two, 76-78), relating it to the portrayal of 
the relationship between father and son here and elsewhere in the play. 

INTRODUCTION 
(Description) Forming the climax of Miller’s tragedy, this passage presents an emotionally charged 
showdown between Chris and Joe Keller that is unsettling and even shocking for the audience. 
(Concerns) It marks the insoluble clash between their respective belief systems: Keller appeals to 
familial loyalty and Chris demands a wider responsibility to one’s ‘country’ and ‘world’. (Link to earlier) In 
many ways, this passage is a culmination of the tensions over the business and Joe’s innocence in Act 
One, (Link to later) and a key step towards the tragic collapse of their relationship in Act Three. 

PARA 2 - CHAOS IN THE COURT 
(What) The passage’s confrontational tone is evident from the opening lines, swiftly intensifying after 
Chris condemns his father. This marks an extreme reversal in the father-son relationship: Chris takes on 
the role of oppressor and Keller the oppressed. 

- (How) The stage directions that initially accompany Keller’s dialogue — ‘throwing his whole nature 
open’, ‘trying to hush him’ — already place him in a more submissive position, where Keller is doing his 
utmost to contain his son’s aggression.  

- (How) Their movements, described as ‘subtle pursuit and escape’, help the audience visualise the 
power reversal. The stage directions demarcate Keller to be on the back foot as he ‘keeps a step out 
of Chris’s range’ as if he were prey and Chris the predator. 

- (How) Ruthlessly, Chris hurls accusations at Keller right from the opening lines, ‘you killed twenty-
one men!’, ‘You killed them, you murdered them’. The use of anaphora as Chris continuously howls 
‘you…’ is backed by the unsparing, harsh words ‘killed’ and murdered’. These signs effectively predict 
Chris’s animosity later in the passage, defined by the stage directions ‘with burning fury’. 

- (How) The clear tension will escalate into an act of physical violence, as Chris’s ‘fist pounds down 
upon his father’s shoulder’. As the stage directions imply, Act Two will close on the sight of a forlorn 
father crying on the ground for ‘Chris. My Chris…’. 

GET THE ACT TOGETHER 
It is necessary that you split the passage into 2-3 parts; your selection of evidence should be focused and ‘manageable’. For 
instance, you don’t want to mix Chris’s accusations early on with his denouncement of Joe at the end. ‘Splitting’ will also 
help you prioritise: the third part of the extract is the most significant and the richest in dramatic methods.

A LINK BETWEEN ACTS 
While a thesis on an essay question requires you to interpret the purpose of the play, a thesis on the PBQ is slightly more 
complicated. You have to address the purpose of the passage on two levels: (i) highlight key concerns such as family 
relationships; (ii) based on these concerns, make relevant links to earlier and later parts of the play.
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- (Concern) This incendiary encounter presents the unavoidable breakdown of the Chris-Keller 
relationship. (Link) In preparing the audience for an even more woeful ending, the passage also serves 
a reminder of the ‘love’ and ‘admiration’ no longer retrievable from Act One. 

PARA 3 - THE PROSECUTION 
(What) Chris ignites and fuels the hostilities between the two by ‘prosecuting’ his father for his actions. 
However, a closer reading arguably reveals a soft-hearted son who gives his father ‘another chance’ to 
bridge the divisions between them. 

- (How) Chris’s dialogue from lines 1 to 30 burns with righteous indignation, marked by forceful 
interrogative and imperative sentences. (How) The repetition of the question, ‘what did you do?’ 
shows us an unwillingness to let go of the truth and to hold his father accountable. Chris thus makes 
the demand to ‘explain it to me’, which appears a second time with the shocking threat to ‘tear you to 
pieces’. Chris’s stance towards his father would indeed appear seething with violent intent. 

- (How) Other repeated words however soften the ‘charges’ Chris makes. Keller is referred to by the 
vocative ‘Dad’ four times at the start of the passage, a term which conveys endearment, or at the 
very least acknowledges some connection between them.  

- (How) In the next line, Chris uses the same word to express disbelief (‘Dad! Dad!’) at his father’s 
denial of the crime, as if to remind his father to be the father he wants him to be. The audience feels 
this weight of expectation more strongly when Chris twice exclaims, ‘I’m listening!’. 

- (Concern) Continuing his search for a satisfactory answer, Chris seems unable to reconcile himself 
with the notion that his father is not as ‘innocent’ (Link) as he claimed earlier in Act Two (51). In this 
light, Chris’s interrogation of his father can be understood as a last attempt to mend their fractured 
relationship and to recover (Link) the ‘same Joe Keller’ he thought he knew ‘well’ (60). 

IN THE MOOD FOR PARA 2 
Like in several tutorial presentations, the second paragraph can be used to analyse the overall effects in the passage. You 
can establish this by (i) scanning through the stage directions and; (ii) closely analysing the tone in the first few lines. This 
overview paragraph encourages a focus on ‘dramatic’ elements (e.g. action, movement) and helps you track the shifts in 
the passage (e.g. Mother-Chris squabble escalates into an incendiary Chris-Keller confrontation).

PATTERNS + CLOSE ANALYSIS 
We have limited our scope of paragraph 3 to Chris’s lines so that we do not narrate line by line (Chris, Keller, Chris, Keller). 
Focusing on Chris’s dialogue, we have identified patterns of sentence functions (interrogatives, imperatives) and 
repetition of words (Dad, I’m listening). We have also closely analysed selected evidence — ‘explain it to me’ produces a 
shocking, violent effect when Chris repeats his demand — to show how the effects are evoked. 

STAYING RELEVANT TO THE PROMPT 
We should stay focused on the Chris-Keller relationship and not answer the question as one about Chris and Joe Keller. 
For instance, we should not write about Joe’s prioritisation of the business or his denial of culpability in isolation. We will 
instead examine how these ideas drive the conflict between father and son in the next paragraph.
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PARA 4 - THE DEFENCE 
(What) The portrayal of Keller’s defence against his son’s cross-examination reinforces the tragic 
differences in values between them. Keller pleads for understanding and clemency, but in vain. 

- (How) His responses at the start of the passage are evasive, moving from rhetorical questions such as 
‘How could I kill anybody?’ to a refutation (‘I didn’t kill anybody!’) and plea (‘Don’t, Chris’). That 
Chris continues to question him underlines the unsatisfactory nature of these answers, with no 
solution to the clash in sight. 

- (How) Keller then tries to explain why he shipped the cylinder heads by employing the rhetoric of 
business. He repeatedly underscores his role as a ‘man (who) is in business’ and the ‘forty years’ he 
has invested to appeal for Chris’s understanding. To Keller, he is the victim who faces being ‘out of 
business’ and failing to provide for the family as a result. 

- (How) Failing to recognise Chris’s demand for repentance, Keller resorts to the language of family 
duty. He infantilises Chris as ‘a boy’ in a further attempt to present himself as a helpless father with 
no choice (‘what could I do!’) but to place his family first. It was all ‘for you’, ‘a chance’ that he took 
‘for you’ to ‘make something for you’ — acts of paternal devotion and sacrifice which Chris cruelly 
discards in line 47 (‘For me!’). 

- (Concern) These appeals for sympathy come to an impasse, because Chris and Keller exist on 
different wavelengths. Keller’s emphasis in his role as father and provider exacerbates, rather than 
heals, the tensions. (Link) This unwavering belief that ‘nothin’ is bigger’ than the father-son 
relationship (83) will ironically lead to its disintegration in Act Three. 

PARA 5 - THE SENTENCE 
(What) Chris’s violence against his father can similarly be traced to his overriding sense of idealism. To 
Chris, one must be responsible to the larger community; his father must fulfil this duty.  

- (How) Chris’s moral idealism can be strongly felt in this passage, as he dictates that they have a 
responsibility to the ‘country’, the ‘world’, where ‘you live’ and where ‘you come from’. When Chris 
describes his men as ‘kids’ and ‘my boys’, it is with a tone of affection for a larger ‘universe’ (90) 
beyond one’s kin. Curiously, the word ‘dying’ and the possessive pronoun ‘my’ call for a kind of 
loyalty and sacrifice that parallels Keller’s devotion towards Chris. 

- (How) Yet, Keller’s reasons are insufficient in Chris’s eyes. They are even characterised as 
unscrupulous, immoral even, by the use of profanity in the ‘goddam business’ and ‘What the hell’. A 
similar degree of violence can be heard in the echoing of his father’s justification: ‘For me!’ is said 
twice, as is ‘you did it for me?’. 

PATTERNS + CLOSE ANALYSIS REDUX 
In the first half of paragraph 5, we primarily analyse how Chris’s dialogue is patterned with (i) words that concern the ‘larger 
community’ and human solidarity and; (ii) strong pejorative words and the repetition of his father’s lines. In the interactive 
segment, you will be tasked to identify the pattern of sentences and then zoom into effects of specific words, paying 
attention to how words can be repeated… but evoke different effects.
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- (Link) Chris’s violent repudiation of his father’s actions and beliefs in the passage sets the stage for 
Keller to take his own life in Act Three. (Concern) On closer analysis, the conflict is a lot more 
complex. Chris too is caught in a dilemma: does he ‘jail him’ and ‘make him suffer’ (87) for 
abandoning human principles or does he forgive Keller because he is still a ‘Dad’?  

- (Link) As the audience later learns, Chris expects his father to be ‘better’ than ‘most men’ (89). 
(Concern) If the collapse of the relationship can be attributed to Keller’s moral blindness, we can 
also pin the blame on Chris’s idol worship of his father. 

CONCLUSION 
(What) The curtain falls on Keller’s desperate cry for ‘Chris… My Chris…’ upon his son’s exit. (Concern) 
The climax of the play presents a relationship between father and son torn apart not simply by the 
difference in beliefs, but by their mutual failure to recognise these differences. Keller cannot see beyond 
his own family to acknowledge Chris’s call for social responsibility. Chris on the other hand cannot 
accept that his father is fallible like ‘most men’. (Link) The destruction of the relationship in Act Three is 
perhaps an inevitable conclusion to their blindness. 

INTERACTIVE SEGMENT (2T01, 2T02, 2T03, 2T04/05/06/12)

(How) In what ways does Chris denounce his father? What does he expect his father to be? 

Evidence: ‘…what kind of a man are you?’ (line 44), ‘What the hell are you? You’re not even an animal, no animal kills his 
own, what are you?’ (lines 53-54). 

Methods and patterns: accusatory questions / interrogatives (‘what… are you?’), scathing, derogatory language (‘hell’, 
‘animal’), concept of a wider family (‘his own’) 

Close analysis of effects: Chris’s increasing hostility is heard in the shift from ‘man’ to ‘not even an animal’. The label of 
‘animal’ condemn his father to be depraved, less than human; in Chris’s world view, a man must instead live ‘for man’ and 
act for the good of ‘his own’ kind.

INTERACTIVE SEGMENT (2T05/08, 2T20/23, 2T11/27/28/33/34, 2T32/34)

(How) In what ways does Chris’s tone shift in his closing lines? What does this shift reflect about their relationship? 

Evidence: ‘God in heaven’ (line 44), ‘What must I do? I ought to tear the tongue out of your mouth, what must I do?’ which 
shifts to ‘What must I do, Jesus God, what must I do?’ (lines 55-58). 

Methods and patterns: appeals to ‘God’ / higher power, repeated rhetorical question (‘What must I do?’) 

Close analysis of effects: while ‘must’ and ‘ought to’ initially convey loathing and outrage, the second iteration of ‘must’ (in 
tandem with ‘Jesus God’ and his ‘weeping’) expresses helplessness and self-doubt; from this shift, we might detect Chris’s 
underlying loyalty to his father.

‘The awful thing about life is this: everyone has their reasons.’ In The Rules of  the Game, the reason is always the 
same: I love her/him. The differences lie in the acts each character believes this reason justifies.  

Alexander Sesonske
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S U M M A R Y  O F  S K I L L S  

ESSAY QUESTION PASSAGE-BASED QUESTION

QUESTION ANALYSIS + PLAN 
Spend your first 10 minutes linking the key words in the 
question to relevant concerns and methods in the play. 
Define your scope wisely: discuss only the most significant 
characters or episodes to substantiate your argument. Use 
the next 5 minutes to plan your essay (see below).

PASSAGE ANALYSIS + PLAN 
Spend the first 15 min to read the passage in the light of the 
question. Split the passage into manageable parts, focusing 
on more relevant sections and ignoring less relevant ones. 
Annotate the passage for patterns of words and sentences, 
reading one character’s lines separately from another.

THESIS STATEMENT 
Using the question, interpret the purpose of the whole play. 
This is your response: what is being said about the individual 
(e.g. we are all self-interested) or the social context?

THESIS STATEMENT 
Interpret the purpose of the passage, in relation to its key 
concerns (e.g. familial conflict) and its links to elsewhere 
(e.g. climax of the play, foreshadows Keller’s death). 

CONSIDER BROAD METHODS 
Select broad methods that cut across the entire text as far 
as possible (e.g. setting, language of money, bestial images, 
Mother’s commands, repetition of ‘for you’). Look to the 
cover pages of your lecture notes to save the day! 

You may rely on a particular ‘passage’ in a few paragraphs 
here and there but you are expected to provide an overall 
breadth of evidence in your essay. 

Internal effects (e.g. aggression) should feature prominently 
in your analysis. Cite external effects on the audience (e.g. 
pathos, sympathy) sensibly and sparingly. 

FOCUS ON CLOSE ANALYSIS 
Patterns matter a lot in All My Sons, even in a PBQ. Try to 
label the diction (e.g. harsh words) and sentence functions 
(e.g. commands, imperatives, accusations). It doesn’t have 
to be very technical; quoting well is the first step. 

Close analysis of key words (e.g. hell) and their effects 
should come after you identify a bigger pattern of 
quotations (e.g. hell, goddam, tear you). 

Internal effects (e.g. aggression) should feature prominently 
in your close analysis. Cite external effects on the audience 
(e.g. pathos, sympathy) sensibly and sparingly. 

CONCERNS 
Essay questions are likely to have a character-trigger, 
relationship-trigger or a concern-trigger. Whichever the 
case, you have to discuss relevant concerns. Focus on the 
right ones: be careful not to turn a denial question into a 
discussion of the American Dream though.

CONCERNS 
PBQ questions on can have a character-trigger, 
relationship-trigger or a concern-trigger. Regardless, 
discuss relevant concerns; do not just point out self-
evident points about characters or the relationship (e.g. 
Chris and Joe are in conflict).

UNDERSTANDING PROGRESSION 
The characters and concerns in the play are not flat lines. 
Always think about how they develop in the play’s three 
acts (e.g. Chris is clearly less ‘responsible’ than he seems in 
Act Two, the audience feels increasing pity towards Joe). 
You should explicitly write about what the audience knows 
and feels about characters (e.g. sympathy for Mother turns 
into caution and apprehension at the end of Act Two).

LINKING HERE TO ELSEWHERE 
Cross-references should be based on concerns, rather than 
evidence (i.e. Joe says ‘for you’ elsewhere). For instance, 
you should look for earlier and later parts that present you 
the tension between father and son (e.g. p17, p41). You 
should also link the passage to the sections just before and 
just after the passage to examine dramatic purpose (e.g. the 
passage foreshadows, builds up to, brings to a close).

ORGANISING AN ESSAY RESPONSE 
Move from simple to complex ideas, surface ideas to 
underlying reality, counter-argument to thesis. Your essay 
can be linear depending on the question, tracking the play 
from act to act (e.g. familial relationships are heartfelt in 
Act One to horrifying in Act Two to tragic in Act Three).

ORGANISING A PBQ RESPONSE 
Structure your paragraphs based on these options: (i) full 
range of stage directions; (ii) one character’s pattern of 
lines; (iii) a short exchange between two characters. Pay 
extra attention to relationships in drama… but consciously 
avoid a line-by-line approach (e.g. Chris says, Joe says).
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Section C

ARTHUR MILLER: All My Sons

2

Either

Or

(a)

(b)

‘Chris and Joe represent conflicting values and morals, but the play is essentially 
their private tragedy.’ How far do you agree with this comment?

Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the portrayal of the 
relationship between father and son here and elsewhere in the play.

Part One 
The Pursuit 
- Prosecution (C) 
- Defence (K) 

Part Two 
The Interrogation 
- Cross-exam (C) 
- Mitigation (K) 

Chris:
Keller:
Chris:
Keller:

Chris:
Keller:
Chris:

Keller:
Chris:

Keller:
Chris:
Keller:

Chris:
Keller:

Chris:
Keller:

Chris:
Keller:
Chris:
Keller:
Chris:
Keller:
Chris:
Keller:

Dad… Dad, you killed twenty-one men!
What, killed?
You killed them, you murdered them.
(as though throwing his whole nature open before Chris) How could 
I kill anybody?
Dad! Dad!
(trying to hush him) I didn't kill anybody!
Then explain it to me. What did you do? Explain it to me or I'll 
tear you to pieces!
(horrified at his overwhelming fury) Don’t, Chris, don’t —
I want to know what you did, now what did you do? You had a 
hundred and twenty cracked engine heads, and what did you do? 
If you’re going to hang me then I —
I’m listening. God almighty, I’m listening!
(their movements are those of subtle pursuit and escape. Keller 
keeps a step out of Chris’s range as he talks) 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.
Then why’d you ship them out?
By the time they could spot them I thought I’d have the process 
going again, and I could show them they needed me and they’d let 
it go by. But weeks passed and I got no kick-back, so I was going to 
tell them.
Then why didn’t you tell them?
It was too late. The paper, it was all over the front page, twenty-one 
went down, it was too late. They came with handcuffs into the shop, 
what could I do? (He sits on 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?
You even knew that they wouldn’t hold up in the air.
I didn’t say that.
But you were going to warn them not to use them —
But that doesn’t mean —
It means you knew they’d crash.
It don’t mean that.
Then you thought they’d crash.
I was afraid maybe —

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40
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POST-SCRIPT 
The 2014 iteration of this lecture addresses the father-son relationship in more direct fashion, tracking its development from 
the tensions of Act One to final destruction in Act Three. You will find the 2014 outline in the soft copy of this lecture, 
which can be downloaded on both livreordie and COLAC. 

Curtain. 

Part Three 
The Sentence 
- Castigation (C) 
- Remorse (K)

Chris:

Keller:
Chris:

Keller:

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!
For you, a business for you!
(with burning fury) For me! Where do you live, where have you 
come from? For me! — I was dying every day and you were killing 
my boys and you did it for me? What the hell do you think I was 
thinking of, the goddam business? Is that as far as your mind can 
see, the business? What is that, the world — the business? What 
the hell do you mean, you did it for me? Don’t you have a 
country? Don’t you live in the world? What the hell are you? 
You’re not even an animal, no animal kills his own, what are you? 
What must I do to you? I ought to tear the tongue out of your 
mouth, what must I do? (With his fist he pounds down upon his 
father's shoulder. He stumbles away, covering his face as he 
weeps.) What must I do, Jesus God, what must I do?
Chris... My Chris…
Curtain.

Act Two

45

50

55

MOTHER (going upstage with him). You don’t realize how people can hate, Chris, they can hate so much they’ll 
tear the world to pieces (Act Two, 45).
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APPENDIX 
T H E  E S S A Y  Q U E S T I O N  

‘The tragedy in All My Sons is the conflict between father and son.’ 
How far is this a helpful comment in your reading of the play? 

INTRODUCTION 
Even if one were to regard All My Sons as a moralistic diatribe against the capitalistic amorality of post-
war America, the centre of the play remains the father-son relationship, a theme that recurs 
throughout Miller’s dramatic oeuvre. Joe Keller, the tragic hero and archetypal father of the play, will 
come to face his past deeds and watch as the truth severs the relationship between him and his son 
Chris. A letter from his missing son Larry repudiating Keller surfaces near the end to hurl the plot 
towards a tragic denouement: the father figure, unable to reconcile himself with the gulf between him 
and his sons, shoots himself. In this light, the comment shows how All My Sons is at heart a domestic, 
‘private tragedy’ of father and son. The fissure in the father-son relationship between Keller and Chris in 
turn reveals Miller’s larger concerns (such as civic responsibility and tribalism) but is fundamentally the 
play’s emotional core. 

PARAGRAPH 2 
In the light of the comment, the play’s three acts seem to be structured around the father-son 
relationship and its gradual collapse. The first act is an exposition of its underlying tensions, the second 
explodes into violent conflict and the final act ends plaintively on a dual catastrophe.  

- The very names of the characters mark them as, in Toby Zinman’s words, the ‘ultimate son’ and the 
‘ultimate father’. Chris, embodying Christ, is the ‘son of man’ and Joe, reflecting Joseph, is his father. 
Miller’s character descriptions align the two characters. Keller is ostensibly constructed as a father 
figure — ‘a man amongst men’ (3).  Chris is identified as ‘like his father, solidly built, a listener’ (10), 
and the allusion to his ‘immense affection and loyalty’ and how he ‘loves his parents’ reinforce the 
sense of familial solidarity. Both are ultimately defined by their familial roles — father and son. 

- The first act sets up the father-son relationship, the curtain coming down on a note of mutual 
understanding with Chris feeling ‘touched’ by Keller’s promises. This bond unravels in the climax of 
the play, where Chris confronts his father following the revelation that Keller was in fact culpable for 
sending twenty-one pilots to their death. Act Three brings the play to its tragic conclusion with Chris 
(and Larry) ‘disowning’ Keller for his sins. Keller then commits suicide in response to the irreparable 
split between him and his sons. Arguably, Miller’s audience is introduced to a quite tender 
relationship between father and son only to watch it unravel as a consequence of larger ideological 
differences. 

PARAGRAPH 3 
The introduction of Chris and Keller in Act One also situates the play as one foremost concerned with 
the family. The comment helps the audience detect the tensions that surface in their discussion of 
Larry’s disappearance and Chris’s intention to marry Ann. 
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- The opening conversation between Chris and Keller on the newspaper reveals both their closeness 
and their differences. While their banter is littered with witty retorts, the audience is clued into 
Chris’s interest in ‘just the book section’ (10) and Keller’s in the ‘want ads’ (4). This divide between 
the intellectual and the monetary, son and father, is never reconciled in the play. 

- We see this when Keller’s devotion to his son is laid out early in Act One, where he claims to live ‘for 
you, Chris, the whole shootin' match is for you!’ (17). The tempered resistance in Chris’s reply (‘I 
know that, Dad. Just you help me stay here.’) hints that his self-centred ideals will drive the rift in 
the father-son relationship. 

- The ensuing stage directions that delineate Chris reacting ‘a little uneasily’ to Keller’s promise to 
rename the plant, ‘Christopher Keller, Incorporated’ (41) are even more telling of the ideological 
disparity between the two. 

PARAGRAPH 4 
The clash of beliefs and values between father and son is evinced in the contrast between their dramatic 
language. The comment sensitises us to this polarity: where Keller repeatedly alludes to the duty of 
fathers, daughters and sons to each other, Chris holds ‘man for man’ responsibility above his father’s 
tribalism and pragmatism. 

- Keller’s dialogue places emphasis on his pride as father; he tells Ann that his ‘only accomplishment is 
(his) son’ as he retreads the platitudes of ‘a father is a father’ to remind both Ann and Chris of their 
responsibility to the family (53). His justification for his crimes is reflected in a desperate repetition 
of ‘for you’, characteristic of his role as a provider as well as his love for his son (77).  

- However, Chris refuses to ‘see it human’ (34). In Act One, he speaks reverently of the self-sacrificial 
generosity he saw when his men ‘killed themselves for each other’ (38). The language of familial 
bonds is transferred into the context of war and remains there. Chris refers to his men as ‘my boys’ 
when he accuses his father of murder, indicating that his ideals lie with his ‘country’, the ‘world’ and 
not the ‘business’ or family (78). 

- Later, Keller again denies that there is ‘something bigger than the family to (Chris)’, insisting that 
‘nothin’ is bigger’ (83). This inability to grasp this difference in outlook exacerbates the antipathy his 
son holds against him. 

PARAGRAPH 5 
The alienation between father and son is most keenly felt by the audience from the shocking acts of 
physical violence and raging rhetoric at the end of Act Two. The tragedy unfolds in this face-off between 
Chris and Keller. 

- The role reversal is patently clear in the stage directions. Keller is first ‘pleading’ and then ‘horrified’, 
‘afraid of’ Chris’s ‘overwhelming fury’, to later keeping ‘a step out of Chris’s range’ as if evading a 
predator (76). 

- Chris’s ‘burning fury’ is assembled by a series of accusatory one-liners (‘You even knew… But you 
were going to… It means you knew… Then you thought…’) and bestial images (‘no animal...’). The 
short exclamatives and interrogatives that follow in an emotionally charged tirade at his father 
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culminate in an act of violence. ‘With his fist he pounds down upon his father’s shoulder’, 
symbolically punishing and renouncing his father (78).  

- The act ends not with a confession on his social and moral culpability but with the theme of family 
still in the foreground. Keller cries, ‘Chris… My Chris…’, unable to accept the abandonment by his 
own son (78). 

PARAGRAPH 6 
All My Sons is thus a ‘public’ tragedy built on top of a ‘private’ tragedy. Chris and Larry’s inadvertent act 
of ‘patricide’ (i.e. the killing of one's father) in Act Three reflects Miller’s condemnation of those who fail 
to recognise the individual’s duty to society. 

- In a moment of tragic irony, Keller snarls that ‘Larry wouldn’t act like’ Chris would (84). The final act 
unfolds yet another pitiful estrangement between father and son. 

- Larry’s ‘presence’ is enacted via Chris’s reading of his letter to Joe Keller (90). The letter presents 
Keller a second instance of a son’s shame (‘I can’t face anybody’) and rejection of his father (‘if I had 
him there now I could kill him’). Chris casts further judgement when he asks sarcastically, ‘Do you 
understand that letter?’ and declares without sympathy that ‘I’m taking him’ (90). ‘I saw you as my 
father’ (89), not just a man, Chris tells Keller; both sons reject their father because they expect the 
‘kind of responsibility’ they saw on the battlefield. 

- Keller comes to a half-admission of responsibility — ‘But I think to him, they were all my sons. And I 
guess they were, I guess they were…’ (90) — that never materialises. His self-immolation as ‘A shot 
is heard in the house’ (91) off-stage is lacking in penitence but is no less woeful for the audience. The 
tragedy arises from the conflict between father and son. It ends on the father’s failure to see that his 
sons do not share his intentions and are not the reflections of himself he thought they were. 

- The private tragedy of a father’s suicide and two sons’ rejection of their father (if not an indirect act 
of ‘murder’) sets up the greater tragedy of a self-centred, morally blind post-war America and its 
‘fortress of unrelatedness’. 

CONCLUSION 
The tragedy of All My Sons ultimately arises from Chris and Keller’s disconnected notions of their 
father-son relationship, in spite of the fact that they share a desire to connect with each other. Chris 
expects ‘my father’ to embody the high-minded principles he embraces. Keller expects his son to 
understand ‘the way the world is made’ (84) and pardon — or at least not ‘crucify’ (53) — his misdeeds 
on the basis of his sacrifices for the family. This divide between father and son in All My Sons is 
indubitably symbolic of the ‘conflict between self-interest and civic responsibility, and the tension 
between private and public morality’ (Zinman). The play’s moral message is palpable only because of the 
pathos drawn from the rupture in the father-son relationship and its tragic hero’s realisation that he has, 
with no irony, lost ‘all his sons’.
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