
OBJECTIVES 
In this last All My Sons lecture, we consider the 2014 Prelim PBQ to build the following skills: 
(i) Closely analyse the relationship between Joe and Kate in terms of harmony, tension and conflict.  
(ii) Make links to earlier / later parts of the play relevant to Joe and Kate’s competing desires. 

QUESTION 
Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the portrayal of Joe and Kate 
Keller’s competing desires here and elsewhere in the play (Act Three, 82-84).  

CONCERNS 
1. Family relationships: conflict arises when Kate asks for Joe to show remorse for his actions.  
2. Family relationships: these desires are in fact similar — both want Chris to return to the family. 
3. Social responsibility: Kate seeks to appease Chris’s moral ideals, whilst Joe blinds himself to them. 
4. Familial loyalty: Joe steadfastly believes that his devotion to the family justifies his actions, and that 

Chris should be unconditionally loyal to the family. Kate intends to protect Joe from himself. 

METHODS 
1. Stage action: Kate’s body language is apprehensive, while Joe’s movements are visibly despondent. 
2. Stage action: Joe ‘moves from’ Kate; the closing lines of the passage suggest physical closeness. 
3. Diction: Kate frequently refers to ‘Joe’ and uses qualifiers (‘I mean’) in her appeal to Joe. 
4. Diction: Kate seems to reverse her stance, mentioning ‘prison’, ‘pay for what you did’. 
5. Diction: Joe continues to emphasise familial roles (‘father’, ‘son’), familial loyalty and money. 
6. Syntax: Joe’s dialogue predominantly comprises questions and strong exclamatory sentences. 
7. Syntax: both speak in short declaratives with multiple pauses to express dismay, shock, anger. 
8. Syntax: their increasingly fragmentary speech reflects a shared ‘desperation’ and sense of loss. 

All My Sons 
Last of Us 
The Joe-Kate Relationship

�

QUESTION ANALYSIS 
Passage-based questions on dramatic texts have so far been based on, in decreasing frequency: 
(i) Concerns - e.g. self-deception (‘A’ Level Specimen), conflict (2014 ‘A’ Level), family unity (2015 CJC Mid Year); 
(ii) Character relationships - e.g. Mother and Ann (2013 ‘A’ Level), Chris and Keller (2013 CJC Mid Year); 
(iii) Characters - e.g. Joe Keller (2013 CJC Prelim) 

The prompt is at once based on a character relationship (Joe and Kate) and the concern of their ‘competing desires’. While 
this appears complicated, the question simply revolves around the notions of familial relationships and familial loyalty. 
From the word ‘competing’, we can anticipate the various effects of the scene: tension, confrontation, aggression and 
even enmity. This ‘competition’ however does not last the entirety of the passage, subsiding to a commiseration, consolation 
and grief shared between both Joe and Kate Keller.
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C L O S E  A N A L Y S I S  O F  T H E  P A S S A G E  

(What) The passage portrays the divisions between Joe and Kate Keller at their clearest. Joe responds to 
Kate’s suggestion defensively, rejecting the notion that he has any reason to be ‘forgiven’ on the basis of 
‘family’. On the other hand, Kate now acknowledges that Joe’s excuse of ‘family’ does not remove his 
guilt, and certainly will not mollify Chris’s anger.  

WHY CHARACTER RELATIONSHIPS? 
The two ‘A’ Level passage-based questions have so far been set on character relationships: (i) the ‘cross-currents of 
thought and feeling between Mother and Ann’ in 2013 and; (ii) the ‘conflict’ within the Keller family in 2014. This year, we 
have covered family unity (Act One) in the Mid Year Exam PBQ and the Chris-Keller conflict (Act Two) in a Term 2 
lecture. This lecture charts for you a point of ‘disunity’ within the Keller family (Act Three) that can be linked to the two 
aforementioned passages. So you see, we are all practical cats here.

ANALYSING CHARACTER RELATIONSHIPS 
A likely pitfall would be to focus too much on the ‘desires’ themselves, writing their response as if it were exclusively on 
‘Joe’s desire to work for his family’ on ‘Kate’s desire to placate Chris’. The key is to examine how they clash or disagree. Your 
analysis of tone and intention (internal effects) becomes even more crucial: you must variously consider how they speak in 
an accusatory, assertive, bitter or pleading way to appeal, placate, refuse, rebuke, oppose. The mood (external effects) is just as 
important: the audience will sense unease, tension, discord and distress between Joe and Kate at various points.

(HOW) JOE’S DIALOGUE

Evidence (lines 24-35): 
KELLER. He would forgive me! For what? 
KELLER. I don’t know what you mean! You wanted money, so I made money. What must I be forgiven? You wanted 
money, didn’t you? 
KELLER. I didn’t want it that way, either! What difference is it what you want? I spoiled the both of you…. Forgiven! I 
could live on a quarter a day myself, but I got a family so I —

Method: exclamatory sentences (‘He would forgive me!’, ‘I don’t know what you mean!’, ‘I didn’t want it that way!’) 

Effects: shock or surprise, fury at Kate 

Closer analysis: Joe responds in the negative ‘don’t know’, ‘didn’t want’, brushing off Kate’s intentions

Method: rhetorical questions (‘What must I be forgiven? You wanted money, didn’t you?’, ‘What difference is it what you 
want?’) + shift in focus from ‘I’ to ‘you’ and ‘family’ 

Effects: resistant, defiant, petulant towards Kate 

Closer analysis: Joe is increasingly dismissive: he absolves himself, shifts the blame to ‘you’, ‘both of you’, ‘family’

Method: language of money and family are fused (‘You wanted money’, ‘I could live on a quarter… but I got a family’) 

Effects: desperate, self-pitying; accusatory towards Kate 

Closer analysis: the conjunctions (‘so’, ‘but’) in Joe’s speech effectively push the blame to Kate
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(Concern) This ‘dissension’ over Joe’s motives represents both frustration and desperation on Kate’s 
part. From Joe’s unyielding response however, the Keller family appears doomed to its state of disrepair.
(Link) The addition of Chris’s perspective — that Joe’s excuse of ‘family’ is invalid — into Kate’s dialogue 
significantly anticipates their tragic end. Chris will choose to not ‘forgive’ his father, Joe by his act of 
suicide chooses not to ‘pay for what (he) did’ and Kate has no choice other than to mourn her husband 
by calling his name — ‘Joe... Joe... Joe... Joe…’. 

PARAGRAPH STRUCTURE FOR CHARACTER RELATIONSHIPS 
Try to structure each body paragraph around the relationship: devote the first half of your paragraph to analysing Joe’s 
dialogue, and the second half to Kate (or vice versa). Some line-by-line analysis (Joe says, Kate says) is acceptable, but 
‘artificially’ dividing Joe and Kate’s lines apart will help make the methods and patterns clearer to yourself and your marker. 
This format helps you concentrate on about 3-5 lines of dialogue by each character. 

Some of you might prefer to devote each paragraph to just one character (i.e. para 2 on Joe, para 3 on Kate, para 4 on 
Joe). This is certainly acceptable, so long as you stay focused on the effects and intentions on the other character, and 
maintain some balance between the two characters (depending on your interpretation of purpose). 

(HOW) KATE’S DIALOGUE

Evidence (lines 25-34): 
MOTHER. Joe, you know what I mean. 
MOTHER. I didn’t want it that way. 
MOTHER. Joe, Joe… It don’t excuse it that you did it for the family.

Method: 

Effects:  

Closer analysis: 

Method: 

Effects:  

Closer analysis: 
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U N D E R S T A N D I N G  ‘ L I N K S  T O  E L S E W H E R E ’  

I D E N T I F Y I N G  P O S S I B L E  L I N K S  T O  E L S E W H E R E  

WHY LINK TO ELSEWHERE? 
We are only interested in ‘elsewhere’ insofar as it adds to your analysis of the passage or your response to the concerns in 
the passage. The main requirement is and should always be to closely analyse the passage (‘here’). 

Links to elsewhere are still important because they show an understanding the purpose of the passage in the dramatic 
structure. Links help you develop a more detailed, nuanced view of how character, relationships, effects and concerns 
develop in the play. For instance, Kate’s self-deception is not as simple as her delusional ‘dream’ would suggest. 

WHERE DO I LINK? 
Links to elsewhere should generally appear at the end of your paragraph (under ‘WHY’). We generally recommend that 
your link appears only after you have addressed the concern. This way, you are simply enhancing your understanding of the 
passage. If you are intuitively integrating ‘elsewhere’ in your analysis and discussion of concerns, just carry on! 

MUST I PROVIDE QUOTATIONS? 
Specific links to elsewhere, which include quotations or brief description of actions (e.g. physical act of violence), are helpful 
when you are trying to establish continuity or change in effects and concerns (e.g. deteriorating familial relations). 

In most cases, general links to the relationship or concern elsewhere would suffice. You might refer to the ‘tension 
between Joe and Kate earlier in Act One’ or how the ‘Keller family will further disintegrate upon Chris’s entrance’. In either 
case, a link by its very definition must show awareness of dramatic structure (i.e. earlier, later, Act One, Act Two). 

CAN I PLAN MY LINKS ‘IN ADVANCE’? 
It is largely feasible to link to earlier in an early paragraph and link to later in the later part of your essay (e.g. paragraph 4, 
conclusion). If paragraph 2 already links to the ending, the essay may be ‘stuck’ or make awkward links.

ACT ONE

1.3 21-24 Keller-Mother-Bert ‘There’s no jail here! I want you to stop that jail business!’

1.6 42-43 Keller-Mother Mother demands Joe ‘be smart’, suggesting their guilt.

ACT TWO

2.5
74-75 Chris-Mother-Keller Chris and Mother argue over Ann; Mother ‘smashes’ Keller’s face.

75-78 Chris-Keller Climax: The conflict between father and son.

ACT THREE

3.1

79-81 Mother-Jim Jim speaks about money, compromise, Chris as ‘good son’.

81-84 Mother-Keller Keller’s hamartia: ‘nothin’ is bigger’ than family to him.

84-86 Mother-Ann Ann returns with Larry’s letter; Keller exits.

3.2
86-88 Chris-Mother-Ann Falling action: Chris’s anagnorisis and confession.

89-91 Chris-Keller-Mother-Ann Catastrophe: Chris reads letter; Keller commits suicide.
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L I N K S  T O  E L S E W H E R E  ( C O N C E R N )  

Skill Objective Link to elsewhere

Identify an earlier or later 
episode on the Joe-Kate 
relationship 

Show CONTINUITY in 
the relationship from 
earlier 

Link words: reinforces, repeats, 
echoes, is consistent with, carries 
forward, reminds the audience of

MOTHER: You have nothing to say! 
MOTHER smashes him across the face. 
KELLER: (cruelly) I got plenty to say. (Act Two, 75) 

(Link) The passage carries forward the simmering tensions 
between Joe and Kate from the end of Act Two, where Kate 
‘smashes him across the face’ after Joe tries to defend Chris. 
The audience thus sees this estrangement right from the 
opening lines as a result of Chris’s separation from the family 
for personal (Ann) and moral (social responsibility) reasons.

Show a CHANGE in the 
relationship from earlier 

Link words: more, intensify, rise, 
grow, escalate, shift, contradict

MOTHER: Be smart now, Joe. The boy is coming. Be smart. 
KELLER: (desperately) Once and for all, did you hear what I 
said? I said I'm sure! 
MOTHER: (nods weakly) All right, Joe… (Act One, 43) 

(Elsewhere) The softer, more passive disagreement between 
Kate and Joe at the end of Act One (Link) escalates (Here) 
into the irresolvable tensions witnessed in the passage.

Consider earlier or later 
parts of the play showing 
the same concern  
(i.e. Joe and Kate’s 
competing desires)

Show CONTINUITY in 
Joe’s familial loyalty from 
earlier in the play 

Link words: still, remains, 
maintains, continues to, 
unrelentingly

KELLER: And I don't understand why she has to crucify the 
man… (a commanding outburst in high nervousness) A father is a 
father! (Act Two, 54) 

(Here) Joe’s belief in the unconditional loyalty between 
father and son (Link) has remained unwavering since 
(Elsewhere) his call for Ann to forgive Steve for his sins.

Show CHANGE in  
Joe’s familial loyalty 
later in the play 

Link words: shifts, reverses, 
recognises, repents, relents, 
eventually, ultimately

KELLER: (looking at letter in his hand) Then what is this if it isn't 
telling me? Sure, he was my son. But I think to him they were 
all my sons (Act Three, 90). 

(Link) The absoluteness in Joe’s tone here shifts to muted 
despair upon discovery of Larry’s letter at the end of the play, 
the contents of which move Joe to finally recognise that 
‘something is bigger’ than the family. 

Show CHANGE in 
Kate’s familial loyalty 
from earlier in the play 

Link words: switch, shift, relents, 
softens, relents, gives in

MOTHER: He's not going to marry her. (Act One, 22) 
MOTHER: Chris, I've never said no to you in my life, now I say 
no! (Act Two, 74) 

(Link) Kate’s stance towards Chris seems to have softened , 
which might indicate her compounded fears of losing him and 
of what he might do to his father. While she previously rebuffed 
the prospect of a Chris-Ann marriage, she at last 
acknowledges his moral priorities and how little she knows him.
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L I N K S  T O  E L S E W H E R E  ( S T R U C T U R E )  

Skill Objective Link to elsewhere

Consider the episodes just 
before and after the 
passage

Show CONTINUITY in 
dramatic effects 

Link words: adopt, emerges, carry 
forward, develop, intensify

MOTHER: What do you mean... He's not coming back? 
JIM: Oh, no, he’ll come back. We all come back, Kate. 
MOTHER: Just as long as he comes back. […] 
JIM: …Chris is a good son—He’ll come back (Act Three, 80). 

(Link) Kate’s anxiety over Chris’s return here surfaces from her 
previous conversation with Jim; to preserve and protect the 
family domain, Kate tries to reason with Joe so that he may 
repair their relationship with Chris.

Show CHANGE in 
dramatic effects 

Link words: greater, intensify, rise, 
grow, escalate, shift, contradict

A long low moan comes from Mother's throat as she reads. 
MOTHER: Oh, my God… My God, my God… (Act Three, 84) 

KELLER: (mystified, frightened) Why’d she say, Larry, what...? 
KELLER: (speaking almost inaudibly) I think I do. Get the car. 
I'll put on my jacket. (He turns and starts slowly for the house.) 
(Act Three, 90) 

(Link) The next scene will bring even greater devastation to the 
Keller family: Ann’s letter effectively condemns husband and 
wife to have ‘lost’ two boys, and not just one. The sight of Joe 
pathetically, ‘desperately’ ‘slumping’ can only provide a hint of 
the tragedy that awaits the Kellers at the end of the play.

Consider key parts of 
dramatic structure  

(i.e. exposition, climax, 
catastrophe)

Show how the passage is a 
RESULT of the climax 

Link words: consequence of, 
caused by, echoes

KELLER: For you, a business for you! 
CHRIS: (with burning fury) For me! Where do you live, where 
have you come from? (Act Two, 78) 

(Link) The audience infers that the tensions between Kate and 
Joe are sparked by the Chris-Joe ideological conflict in the 
play’s climax: here, Kate attempts to heal the ‘argument’ (79) 
between them through a proposal that backfires spectacularly. 

Show how the passage 
FORESHADOWS or 
CAUSES the catastrophe 

Link words: predicts, anticipates, 
prefigures, builds up to, leads to

MOTHER: (softly, almost moaning) Joe... Joe... Joe... Joe... 
(Chris comes out of house, down to Mother's arms.) 
CHRIS: (almost crying) Mother, I didn't mean to — 
MOTHER: Shhh.... (She puts his arms down gently and moves 
toward porch.) Shhh… (Act Three, 91) 

(Link) The mutual consolation at the end of the passage 
possibly foreshadows the play’s final moment between Kate 
and Chris; after the gunshot is heard, she will provide similar 
consolation to a ‘desperate’ and ‘lost’ Chris. Ultimately, father 
and son respectively grieve over the loss of each other.
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P A S S A G E - B A S E D  Q U E S T I O N  R E S P O N S E  

INTRODUCTION 
(Context) The passage centres on a tense argument between Joe and Kate Keller in the wake of Chris’s 
anguished exit. Desperate to heal the familial wounds of Act Two, Kate suggests that Joe admit to his 
wrongdoing to appease Chris; Joe stubbornly thwarts her efforts. (Concerns) The fault lines in their 
relationship are thus redrawn: Joe’s unwavering insistence that ‘Nothin’ is bigger’ than the family 
competes against Kate’s concession to Chris and desire to keep the family together. (Link) Instead, the 
passage suggests that the divisions between the Kellers will only widen as the play stumbles towards its 
denouement, Joe’s threat to ‘put a bullet in my head’ ringing eerily in the audience’s ears. 

PARAGRAPH 2  
(What) The passage reiterates the conflict between Joe and Kate from the end of Act Two, the strain in 
their relationship exceedingly clear to the audience from their opening exchange of accusations. (How) 
The rhetorical questions that kickstart the passage, ‘What am I, a stranger?’ and ‘What happened to my 
family?’ are already a passive-aggressive attack on both Kate and Chris’s loyalty to him as a father figure. 
(How) Joe’s tone become more acrimonious when he twice accuses Kate of evading the family crisis. The 
repetition of the phrase ‘You have no strength’, amplified by the accusatory second-person pronoun 
‘you’, pushes Kate further away from him. (How) Joe himself seems perfectly aware of what he is doing: 
the past tense in ‘I thought I had a family here’ seems to admit to the loss of his wife and son. (How)  The 
audience hears Kate stay true to her role as Mother when she reassures that he has ‘got a family’, as if 
placating a child. (How) However, Joe’s criticism causes Kate to rebuke him with a similarly accusatory 
tone. The clauses in her dialogue consecutively begin with ‘you’, in ‘you’re doing the same thing again… 
you yell at me and you think that settles it’, but are more chiding. Words such as ‘again’ and ‘you think’ 
imply frustration and disappointment at Joe, again like a parent to a stubborn child. (Concern) A more 
empathetic audience might read the domestic squabble between the two characters as merely born out 
of fear and anxiety over Chris. Yet, both characters seem to signal that there is no solution to the 
family’s woes in sight: Keller will say and do the same thing ‘again’ and ‘again’, unwilling to compromise 
his beliefs for the sake of his family. (Link) The tensions between him and Kate may be less violent here 
than the ‘smash across the face’ in the climax, but would seem to only move towards a deeper, irreparable 
chasm later in the passage and the play. 

PARAGRAPH 3 
(What) Indeed, the situation deteriorates at the point where Kate persuades Joe to tell Chris he is 
‘willing to go to prison’. (How) Unlike the previously assertive Mother of Act One, Kate approaches the 
topic cautiously. Each of her lines start on tentative verbs and modal verbs such as ‘I’ve been thinking’, ‘I 
think if’, ‘I mean you ought to’. The proposal for Joe to confess is itself laid twice with the subjunctive ‘if’ 
(‘I think if’, ‘But if’, ‘if he could’) , to convey Kate’s sense of unease towards Joe. (How) The stage 
directions add a visual dimension to this anxiety, for she is ‘not looking into his eyes’ and acts ‘a little 
fearfully’, as well as the separation between husband and wife. There is no eye contact or even 
understanding in their body language; one imagines the two characters might be spaced far apart. 
(How) Joe on the other hand tries to interrupt and nullify Kate’s plan with questions of his own —  ‘What 
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do you mean ‘if’?’, ‘What ice does that cut?’ and ‘How can I pay?’ The disbelief within these questions is 
carried forward into the stage directions, ‘struck’ and ‘amazed’. While not immediately in opposition, Joe 
at first denies that Chris would leave the family and caught unprepared for the shift in Kate’s stance. 
(Concern) The audience senses that Joe and Kate are at this point ‘strangers’ to each other. Joe clings 
onto the notion that he has no reason to ‘pay’ and that Chris will return. Kate’s form of familial loyalty 
involves concession, (Link) moving away from her previously full commitment to Joe’s innocence in Act 
One (‘There’s no jail here’, ‘I want you to stop that, Joe’). Still the audience is aware that she is but 
trying to ‘protect’ him from Chris’s overriding sense of justice, but Joe chooses to distance himself from 
her concern. 

PARAGRAPH 4 
(What) The difference in attitudes towards Chris in turn highlights Joe’s hamartia. He is the tragic hero 
too proud, too blind to see what Kate sees. (How) Kate acts as a moral beacon for Joe, pleading for him 
to at least acknowledge Chris’s moral sensibility, even if he is not willing to affirm them. This is most 
evident in her declarative, ‘Joe, Joe… it don’t excuse it that you did it for the family’. (Close analysis) 
She uses the word ‘Joe’ twice as a term of affection, which together with her hesitant pause (denoted by 
the ellipsis), suggests an overt exasperation with Joe’s blindness. The exchange culminates in a final, 
direct appeal to ‘you’ (‘Joe, you know what I mean’), so that Joe might bend to Chris’s perspective. 
(How) Joe echoes her words, not in agreement but to reject her claims (‘I don’t know what you mean!’). 
For each of Kate’s lines, Joe rebuts with short exclamations, ‘It’s got to excuse it!’, ‘Nothin’ is bigger!’ 
and ‘Nothin’s bigger than that’, underlining his unshakeable belief in the family and the strength of 
familial bonds. (Close analysis) The absolute terms in each of these lines, from ‘Nothin’ to ‘nothing he 
could do that I wouldn’t forgive’ and the high modality in ‘got to’ convey the wilful blindness in Joe’s 
beliefs. (How) Joe even tries to reason why Chris would stay on his side, insisting through consecutive 
declaratives, ‘Because he’s my son. Because I’m his father’, ‘I’m his father and he’s my son’. 

(Concern) Joe Keller is left fighting his own cause, unrepentant and unwilling to be swayed by Kate’s 
persuasion. (Link) This tragic hero is thus seen here charging towards catastrophe, even if he does finally 
concede that ‘they’, the men whose lives he is responsible for, were ‘bigger’ to both his sons. 

MOVING FROM ANALYSIS TO CLOSE ANALYSIS 
Try not to dive into close analysis of specific words without first setting the context. The rule of thumb is: (i) analyse Kate’s 
tone; (ii) cite the whole line, ‘Joe, Joe… It don’t excuse it that you did it for the family’, a phrase, or a pattern of phrases; 
(iii) closely analyse specific words (e.g. ‘Joe’) or features (e.g. use of ellipsis) to elucidate Kate’s tone.

CLOSE ANALYSIS OF EFFECTS

The use of the word ‘Because’… 

The repeated references to ‘sons’ and ‘father’… 
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PARAGRAPH 5  
(What) In the aftermath of Joe’s breakdown, their competing desires are put aside at the end of the 
passage, perhaps in the knowledge that they can only ‘protect’ themselves (45), having lost Larry and at 
this point in the play, Chris. (How) The stage directions, ‘slumps on chair in front of her’ and ‘desperately, 
lost’ create a picture of Joe’s despair for the audience. This helplessness can also be heard in his rant 
about Larry, as his speech disintegrates into fragmented muttering (‘Yes, sir. Larry’, ’Larry. Larry.’, ‘Too 
easy, it came too easy.’). Joe does not even complete his sentences, marked by the ellipses in lines 50 
and 63, failing to see why Chris would ever want to ‘put (him) away’. (How) In response, Kate provides 
him words of affection, reminding him that Chris ‘loved you’ and calling him ‘Joe, Joe…’, ‘darling’. 
Reassurance and consolation take over: the declaratives ‘You’ll be alright’ and ‘nothing is going to 
happen’ bring the two characters back together. (Concern) In this fleeting moment of calmness, Kate 
gives into Joe’s beliefs, accepting (‘I know’) that his life’s work is simply ‘for both of you’. (Link) It is also 
a last moment of love, devotion and shared desires before Joe does ‘put a bullet in (his) head’ in the play’s 
denouement. 

CONCLUSION 
(Concern) This pride in the family then confirms for the audience the tragic hero’s hamartia — a blind 
devotion to the family, matched by an intransigence towards other views. (Purpose) The passage thus 
marks a point of no return for both Joe and Kate Keller. (Link) A ‘desperate, lost’ father will be placed on 
the defensive once the letter is unveiled and Chris’s moral fire reignited. Calamity will soon follow, as 
Joe is unable to play the role of father to his two sons and Kate can play a limited role of ‘Mother’, 
providing consolation to Chris in the way she comforts Joe. (Link) However, the audience knows that 
her words are ironic in a prophetic way: something, rather than ‘nothing’, is going to happen. Initially the 
proud patriarch, Joe Keller now can only beg for sympathy as his end approaches. We know, Joe, we 
know. 

Curtain. 

ANALYSING DRAMATIC EFFECTS IN CONTEXT 
While external effects (i.e. what the audience feels) such as sympathy and unease are important, be careful not to over-
use them. Always focus on internal effects first — a character’s tone or the mood — then external effects on the audience. 
You can also consider the progression of effects: the passage seems to prepare the audience for even greater trauma and 
pathos later when Ann reveals the letter and Kate, like Joe in the passage, breaks down. 

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

Henry David Thoreau, Walden
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Section C

ARTHUR MILLER: All My Sons

3

Either

Or

(a)

(b)

‘The play presents a world of divided loyalties.’ 

How far do you agree with this comment on All My Sons?

Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the portrayal of 
Joe and Kate Keller’s competing desires here and elsewhere in the play.

Keller:

Mother:

Keller:

Mother:

Keller:
Mother:
Keller:
Mother:

Keller:
Mother:

Keller:
Mother:
Keller:
Mother:

Keller:
Mother:
Keller:

Mother:
Keller:

Mother:
Keller:
Mother:
Keller:
Mother:
Keller:

Mother:

I’m askin’ you. What am I, a stranger? I thought I had a family here. 
What happened to my family?
You’ve got a family. I'm simply telling you that I have no strength to 
think any more.
You have no strength. The minute there’s trouble you have no 
strength.
Joe, you’re doing the same thing again. All your life whenever there’s 
trouble you yell at me and you think that settles it.
Then what do I do? Tell me, talk to me, what do I do?
Joe... I’ve been thinking this way. If he comes back —
What do you mean ‘if’? He’s comin’ back!
I think if you sit him down and you — explain yourself. I mean you 
ought to make it clear to him that you know you did a terrible thing. 
(Not looking into his eyes.) I mean if he saw that you realize what you 
did. You see?
What ice does that cut?
(a little fearfully) I mean if you told him that you want to pay for what 
you did.
(sensing... quietly) How can I pay?
Tell him — You’re willing to go to prison. (Pause.)
(struck, amazed) I'm willing to — ?
(quickly) You wouldn't go, he wouldn't ask you to go. But if you told 
him you wanted to, if he could feel that you wanted to pay, maybe he 
would forgive you.
He would forgive me! For what?
Joe, you know what I mean.
I don’t know what you mean! You wanted money, so I made money. 
What must I be forgiven? You wanted money, didn't you?
I didn’t want it that way.
I didn’t want it that way, either! What difference is it what you want? I 
spoiled the both of you. I should’ve put him out when he was ten like 
I was put out, and make him earn his keep. Then he’d know how a 
buck is made in this world. Forgiven! I could live on a quarter a day 
myself, but I got a family so I —
Joe, Joe... It don’t excuse it that you did it for the family.
It’s got to excuse it!
There’s something bigger than the family to him.
Nothin’ is bigger!
There is to him.
There’s nothing he could do that I wouldn't forgive. Because he’s my 
son. Because I’m his father and he’s my son.
Joe, I tell you —

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Lecture 10 / Last of Us !10



Keller:

Mother:
Keller:

Mother:
Keller:
Mother:

Keller:

Mother:
Keller:

Mother:

Nothin’s bigger than that. And you’re going to tell him, you 
understand? 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!
You stop that!
You heard me. Now you know what to tell him. (Pause. He moves 
from her. Halts.) But he wouldn't put me away though... He wouldn't 
do that... Would he?
He loved you, Joe, you broke his heart.
But to put me away...
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.
Goddam, If Larry was alive he wouldn't act like this. He understood 
the way the world is made. He listened to me. To him the world had a 
forty-foot front, it ended at the building line. This one, everything 
bothers him. You make a deal, overcharge two cents, and his hair 
falls out. He don't understand money. Too easy, it came too easy. 
Yes, sir. Larry. That was a boy we lost. Larry. Larry. (He slumps on 
chair in front of her) What am I gonna do, Kate?
Joe, Joe, please... You’ll be alright, nothing is going to happen.
(desperately, lost) For you, Kate, for both of you, that's all I ever lived 
for…
I know, darling, I know.
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