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All My Sons  
2015 Prelim Review Q3a 
 
Q3a: ‘The play is about the destructiveness of self-interest.’ How far do you agree with this 
comment on All My Sons? 
 
OBJECTIVES 
We will review the essay question with the aim of (a) defining key words accurately and (b) crystallising 
the concerns in a paragraph with a clear and relevant focus to ‘self-interest’ and its destructiveness. 
 

Question Analysis 

Self-Interest 
Self-interest is defined as being concerned about 
getting only what you want without regard for 
others. Therefore, it has be defined as inherently 
selfish and should not be confused with being 
interested in or prioritising something/someone 
else. Eg. Prioritising the family is not the same as 
being self-interested 

Destructiveness 
Destructive is defined as causing great and 
irreparable harm or damage. Therefore, 
highlighting the negative consequences of the play 
is insufficient. The extent of the damage must be 
highlighted. 
 

Overall 
The question is expecting you to highlight how self-interest causes irreparable damage to character(s). 

 
THESIS 
Although presented as seeming innocent and harmless, the concept of self-interest takes on an insidious 
role in the play as characters highlight both the implicit and overt destructiveness that marks the 
individual, family and society when there are competing self-interested desires. By illustrating the tension  
that arises and eventual tragedy that occurs within the Keller family when self-interest comes into 
conflict with the desire to uphold moral values of social responsibility and justice, the play forces the 
audience into a discomforting moment of self-reflection. The audience is forced to contemplate  their 
roles in forging the moral landscape of Post World-War America . 
 
PARAGRAPH 1 
(WHAT) Self-interest in the world of the Keller family is foregrounded very early in the play as 
innocent and harmless in its casual Sunday banter. 

- (HOW) Keller, Jim and Frank’s conversation on work and money is a canvas of self-interest, 
coloured in witticisms and colloquialisms: 

- KELLER: It’s more interesting in the want ads… No, I’m just interested. To see what 
people want, y’know? 

- JIM: Over my dead body he’ll be a doctor. 
- Chris’s desire to set up his own family is even premised on a concern for Mother. 

- ‘I’m going to ask her to marry me. (Slight pause)... You know it’s not only my business.’ 
- Yet, the ‘menacing’ undertones of Miller’s exposition is evident to the enlightened audience as 

the pursuit of self-interest is presented in opposition to ‘humanity’ and ‘other people’. 
- JIM: ‘I would love to help humanity on a Warner Brothers salary’ vs CHRIS: ‘every time I 

reach out for something I want, I have to pull back because other people will suffer. 
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My whole bloody life, time after time after time.. I’ll get out. I’ll get married and live 
some place else.’ 

(WHY) Miller lulls the audience into the same false complacency that the characters buy into with the 
American dream. The menacing undertones foreshadow the more insidious destructiveness of the self-
interest inherent in the American dream that will be presented later in the play. 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Sample Paragraph 1 
Chris’s change in self-interests from an individual who had the same beliefs as Joe Keller, to one who becomes 
more guided by his moral compass, results in the destruction of his ties with his father, Joe Keller, emphasising the 
tragedy of the play. Initially, Chris looked up to and admired his father, even referring to him as ‘Joe McGuts’ and 
this is further reinforced by his tone of voice, which is one of admiration. Chris’s shift in morals could be a result of 
his survivor’s guilt, whereby ‘(it) felt wrong to be alive’. The action verbs of ‘open’, ‘drive’ and ‘see’, coupled with 
Chris’s declaration of his feelings, suggest how his morals differ from Joe Keller’s. Chris has become an arbiter of 
his society, and to him, his community is prioritised over his family due to his responsibility of his society. Chris’s 
self-interest of being a model citizen and being responsible to society is seen in Act 2, where he described as 
someone who ‘makes people want to be better than it’s possible to be’, showing how he is very morally upright. 
However, Chris’s conflict between his own morals and his loyalty to his family is tested when he finds out about 
Joe’s crime. In Act 3, Chris declares ‘I’m going away for good’ and ‘I was made yellow in this house’. These 
declaratives showed that Chris suppressed his own morals by pretending that his father did not commit the crime. 
Furthermore, it can be seen that by ‘going away for good’, ultimately Chris’s duty to his family overcomes his own 
morals, as he chooses to leave instead of turn Joe in. Therefore, Chris’s self-interest of being responsible to a wider 
community and society results inevitably in the suppression and avoidance of his father’s crime by not 
acknowledging it. 
Comments: The paragraph merely lists various ideas about Chris without a clear definition of ‘self-
interest. Furthermore, the interpretation and definition of self-interest as personal interest is rather 
inaccurate here. The choice to position Chris’s ‘social responsibility’ and ‘moral idealism’ as self-
interest is inherently contradictory.  Although it does highlight Chris’ disregard for his father’s beliefs, 
the paragraph would have been more effective with a clear and accurate definition of ‘self-interest’ 
which would enable the student to select the evidence that is most relevant. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
PARAGRAPH 2 
(WHAT) The undeniable self-interest of Chris as he yearns to pursue his personal happiness in Act One 
initially appears harmless. Yet the extent of its destructiveness lies in its capacity to drive Chris to 
compromise his sense of justice and moral responsibility. The violence of Chris’s self-interest is 
more implicit (in verbal form) than explicit. 

- Chris’ repetition of ‘I want’: he prioritises his own ‘American Dream’, ‘I want to make a fortune 
for you’ (17, 38, 41) 

- Chris’ admission of shame and guilt in ‘I suspected my father and I did nothing about it’ 
highlights how he is willing to compromise his sense of justice in order to pursue a life and family 
with Ann.  

- By Act Three, Chris’ language of dehumanisation in ‘I could jail him, if I were human any 
more’ and reference to being ‘yellow’ and tainted expresses Chris’ shame and self-condemnation 
which reflects the destructive power of self-interest to an individual 

(WHY) The destructiveness of self-interest lies in its power to drive an individual, even one with as high 
and absolute morals as Chris, to compromise his ideals and its capacity to implicitly destroy the idealism 
of characters. 
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………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Sample Paragraph 2 
Keller’s self-interest can be evidently seen throughout the play which eventually led to his downfall. Keller’s house 
is described to ‘have cost perhaps fifteen thousand’ at the start of the play. His material wealth is shown since the 
beginning. The play repeats how Keller values this material wealth and his business. George even describes his 
factory to ‘look like General Motors’. More importantly, Keller values his family over everything. He tells Chris, ‘for 
you, Chris, the whole shootin’ match is for you!’. He emphasises how he has earned everything and worked his 
business for Chris and for the family. Keller’s self-interest is therefore for his family and his wealth. However, 
Keller had committed a crime while working through this business that he had -- he put the blame on Steve for the 
twenty-one planes that had crashed due to the cracked cylinder heads that Keller had approved to ship. Because of 
that, Steve was sent to jail in place of Keller. Keller had caused Ann and George’s father to be sent to prison. 
Because he had put his self-interest of continuing his business (for his family and himself) above his moral and social 
responsibility of telling the truth, Steve suffered the consequences of Keller’s wrongdoing. We learn later on in the 
play that Keller indirectly causes the suicide of his own son, which further destroys the Keller family. 
Comments: The paragraph identifies a relevant concern and evidence although the evidence needed 
to be closer analysed for methods and effects. However, the definition of self-interest is not provided 
resulting in an argument that does not explicitly answer the question. End paragraph by discussing 
the purpose of presenting Keller’s ‘self-destruction’ for a stronger link to the thesis. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
PARAGRAPH 3 
(WHAT) As the play progresses, Keller’s self-interest becomes a source of tension within the 
family as Chris opposes it. Joe’s greed that first motivates him to conceal the cracks in the cylinders 
is set in opposition to Chris’ guilt over sacrificing his moral values for his personal happiness. 

- Joe’s references to money (‘dollars and cents, nickels and dimes’ and ‘business’ is evidence is 
of Joe’s greed. 

- Keller’s self-defence is premised on the narrow ‘I’ as subject and ‘you’ (Chris) as object 
(Act Two, p76-77) 

- ‘I want a clean start for you, Chris. I want a new sign over the plant — Christopher 
Keller, Incorporated. I'm going to build you a house, stone, with a driveway from the 
road. I want you to spread out, Chris, I want you to use what I made for you (Act One, 
41) - The repetition of ‘I want’ emphasises that Keller’s desires for Chris are predicated on 
his personal and private interest.  

- ‘what could I do?... 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, 76-77) 

- Although Keller uses the phrase ‘for you’ as part of his self-defence, attributing 
his decision to a duty to Chris is merely used to support Keller’s identity and desire. 

- However, it is Chris’ guilty decision to sacrifice his moral values that further intensifies his 
resentment towards Joe and deepens the wedge between father and son. His desire for a clear 
conscience, from a more cynical point of view, drives his father to self-mutilation.  

- Chris’s condemnatory rant surfaces the destructive intent of Keller’s actions: ‘I was 
dying every day and you were killing my boys… What the hell are you? You’re not even 
an animal, no animal kills his own’ 

- Dramatic device of the abjection in Larry’s letter is the closest the audience comes to the 
‘destructive effects’ of Keller’s self-interest 

- Anguished tone: ‘I can’t express myself’, ‘I don’t know how to tell you what I feel… I 
can’t face anybody’ 

- Allusion to suicide: ‘I want you to know that you mustn’t wait for me’ 
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(WHY) The burgeoning tension within the family is thus evident of the latent (i.e. the destructive capacity 
that exists but may not have been fully manifest) destructiveness  of ‘self-interest’ especially when it is at 
odds with the higher ideals in society. 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
Sample Paragraph 3 
Additionally, Kate Keller was also acting out of self-interest for the better of her own family, fulfilling her role as a 
mother that is to preserve and sustain the family. Mother’s ironic subtle manipulation on Ann ‘Don’t let them tell 
you what to think. Listen to your heart. Only your heart.’ when in fact she is insisting that ‘Certain things have to 
be’ to Kate, highlighting how Kate sees the importance in acting out of self-interest, to get people to obey and bend 
to her will in order to preserve her family. This can also be seen in how Kate infantilises George in ‘Georgie, 
Georgie’ where ‘she goes to him. With desperation and compassion, stroking his hair’ reinforcing Mother’s 
manipulation of others out of self-interest to suppress a potential tension that would eventually tear the Keller 
family apart. However, in vain of all her efforts, Kate’s self-interest got the better of her that she was oblivious of 
suppressing the truth itself and let slip to George which also emphasises on how delusional she has become, 
refusing to believe that Keller actually did it, this would mean that ‘because if he’s dead, your father killed him’. Kate 
refuses to accept the truth that Keller actually killed his own son Larry until Ann shows her the letter. Her 
delusion was amplified by the symbolism of the apple tree and her dream of Larry where she could ‘see’, ‘felt’ and 
‘stopped’ him. There was no doubt that Kate acted out of self-interest to preserve her family and fulfil her role as a 
Mother, however, this proves to be destructive to her ownself as she is perceived to be ‘crazy’ and delusional. Kate 
even fails to achieve her aim as she now loses another member, her husband. 
Comments: While the paragraph has potential, it focuses too much on Kate’s manipulation. More 
analysis of Kate’s self-centredness will make it more relevant to the question. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
PARAGRAPH 4 
(WHAT) However, the extent of the destructiveness of self-interest is most evident in the peripeteia 
and catastrophe of the play.  

- Kate’s personal anguish and helplessness in ‘I could hear him… If I could touch him I knew I could 
stop him, if I could only…’ and repetition of ‘I know I’m right’ hints at how her attempts to 
manipulate the family is premised on her intrinsically selfish need for self-preservation 

- Moreover, Kate’s selfish desire to preserve the family structure that she desires eventually leads 
to the accidental revelation of the truth which destroys the family. Stage directions such as 
‘beyond control’ depict how Mother’s overwhelming insistence on her version of reality propels 
the revelation of the truth which tears apart the relationship between father and son. 

- Keller’s suicide offstage audibly cements the irreversible destruction of the family 
(WHY) The tragedy of the play becomes a poignant reminder to the audience of the explosive and 
irreversible damage that self-interested behaviour gives rise to. 
 
CONCLUSION 
For the audience, the tragedy becomes a stark warning against purely self-interested behaviour. This 
moralistic play alludes to how no individual is left truly unaffected and untainted when self-interest 
overrides the moral values that one is expected to uphold. 
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Appendix 
 
POSSIBLE COUNTER-ARGUMENT 
One may argue that the play is not entirely concerned with the destructive effects of self-interest but the 
way in which these effects can be overcome. Chris’ eventual decision to send his father to jail could be 
viewed as the power for morality to triumph over self-interest. In other words, the play acknowledges the 
prevalence of self-interest but offers its characters -- and the audience -- the potential for redemption -- to 
create, to yield, to ‘help humanity’ rather than destroy it. 
❏ ‘You can be better! Once and for all you can know there’s a universe of people outside and 

you’re responsible to it’ - the end of the play signals Chris’ realisation of the importance of 
upholding and adhering to his moral values. 

❏ The audience is reminded in this closing sequence of Chris’s earlier speech: ‘Everything was 
being destroyed, see, but it seemed to me that one new thing was made. A kind of -- 
responsibility.’ Regardless of whether the play is mainly concerned with the destructive effects 
of self-interest, the play ends on the reminder that self-interest is no absolute state. 

❏ Jim too embodies a form of self-interest built on ‘compromise’ -- even as his character 
propounds the value of money and taking care of one’s own family in the first two acts, he 
forewarns the ‘madness’ that money / self-interest can cause. His lamentation on his medical 
career in New Orleans bears the candle of sacrifice and ‘private little revolutions’ he claims to 
reject: he, true to Chris’s words at the end of the play, still yearns to be ‘better’ even if he is 
firmly rooted to playing the role of a ‘good husband’. Does a good husband or a good son have 
to be a self-interested one? That is the question the audience is asked to consider. 

 
 


