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“The members of the 
Keller family are 
presented as victims of 
the American Dream.”

How far do you agree with this statement?  
— What is the question about? What can we argue over?



American Dream
Broadly defined as a richer, fuller life. Competent 
responses would define or clarify this theme. 

The American Dream can consist of both material 
happiness and familial bliss. The latter allows us to 
discuss Mother and to some extent, Keller’s push 
for an ‘ideal family’. 

To be a victim of the American Dream is to blindly 
conform to the prevailing ideology in society — to 
have no choice. Are the Kellers really victims?



Victims
Definition: a person harmed, injured, or killed 
as a result of a crime, accident, or other event.  

For us to see the Kellers as victims, there must be 
harmful or fatal consequences. To be 
‘corrupted’ is not a harmful consequence. 

We must account for how their pursuit of the 
American Dream leads to (i) the severance of the 
family; (ii) Larry’s suicide; (iii) Keller’s suicide.



Essay Structure
Most chose to organise their essay by character. 
This is feasible, but it may wiser to organise your 
paragraphs according to argument.  

The various consequences — the collapse of 
familial relations and the two deaths — affect the 
entire Keller family. The question you should ask 
is, ‘How are they victims?’, not ‘Who is a victim?’



Possible stands
‘Victims of the American Dream’  
— The Kellers as victors of the American dream  
— The Kellers as victims: the perfection they strive 
for is what causes their tragic downfall 
— The Kellers as victims of their own selfish desires, 
not the social construct of the American Dream 
— The Kellers as perpetrators who by choosing the 
American Dream, have violated the social 
contract and sacrificed the lives of others



Possible stands
‘Members of the Keller family’ 
— Keller, Mother and Chris?  
— Mother as the only innocent victim, whose only 
‘crime’ is her maternal instinct?  
— Chris as the only innocent victim, whose 
pursuit does not lead to suffering? 
— Chris as the true instigator, whose American 
Dream leads to the death of his father?  
— Keller as a victim of his own actions?



Are the Kellers 
presented as victors?

The picture-perfect ideal  
— embodying prosperity and close familial bonds



Family—Victors
To me, the most convenient stand would be to 
show how the Kellers are reaping the full rewards 
of post-war prosperity.  

The setting, the description of the factory by 
Keller (‘biggest’) and George (‘like General 
Motors’), Keller’s promises to Chris and the 
language of material wealth are all used to depict 
the Kellers as ‘victors’.



Family—Victors
You can also borrow heavily from the response to 
the ‘ideal family’ essay question. The Kellers, 
from the use of setting, language (e.g. ‘Joe 
McGuts’), character names and descriptions, 
stand out as being a loving, harmonious and well-
heeled family. 

We can also argue that this is a facade that soon 
gives way to their eventual ‘victimisation’.



Are the Kellers 
presented as victims?

The shattered family  
— caused by the American Dream



Keller—Victim
Keller’s idea of the American Dream is presented 
in his promises to Chris and the various signs 
of his wealth (setting, George’s reference to 
General Motors, his own boastful claims in Act 
One) and his emphasis on the ‘business’. His role 
as a father is inseparable from that of provider 
and thus, of his own material values. 

These material values are antithetical to Chris’s 
own ideals. They drive the two apart.



Keller—Victim
Keller is therefore a victim of the American 
Dream in the sense that the material values he 
holds are what indirectly cause the rupture in 
the father-son relationship.  

This split is aggravated to the point that Keller, 
unable to reconcile the ‘loss’ of Chris and Larry, 
kills himself. Keller is even more clearly the 
victim of his belief in the Dream here — he is 
dead because the Dream is dead.



Chris—Victim
Chris can most easily be seen as an ‘innocent’ 
victim. At the end of the play, he is left without a 
father and a brother as a result of the American 
Dream, which Keller blindly subscribes to and 
Larry fervently rejects. The tragedy is obvious. 

In this line of argument, we have to ignore that Chris is guilty in 
any way possible — not of pursuing the American Dream and not 
of trying to bring his father to justice.



Chris—Victim
On further examination, Chris’s own pursuit of 
the American Dream is what triggers the entire 
sequence of events. His insistence on getting 
married to Ann and make a ‘fortune’ for her  
indirectly leads George to the Kellers’ house.  

This discloses the unsavoury truth, which then 
sets the catastrophe in motion. Chris’s own loss is 
caused by his own material and familial hopes.



Mother—Victim
Admittedly, I cannot find a direct connection 
between material prosperity and Mother. I may 
in fact ignore Mother altogether in my response to 
focus on the altogether more complex rendition of 
Joe Keller and Chris Keller as ‘victims’. 

Given that we can easily argue that Mother is an 
‘unwitting monster’, it is also hard to establish that 
she is a ‘victim’ unless we pay exclusive attention to 
her as a pitiful ‘Mother’.



Mother—Victim
Most scripts focused on Kate’s delusions, 
analysing the dream sequence and her desperate 
attempts to maintain Larry’s ‘presence’. This was 
a viable attempt to demonstrate that she is 
presented as a ‘victim’.  

Her need for a whole ‘family’ is inseparable 
from the American Dream — she vigorously 
hangs onto the illusions of Larry being alive and 
Joe Keller’s innocence to be ‘happy’.



Are the Kellers victims 
of their self-interest, 
rather than the 
American Dream?

The cause is selfish desire, not wealth 
— only a subset of the American Dream



Not money; self-interest
Keller claims to have built the business ‘for you’ — 
for the family, and not for wealth or luxury. This 
accelerates the father-son conflict. 

Chris’s forceful tone towards his parents (‘She’s 
not Larry’s girl’) and his self-seeking declaratives 
of ‘I want’ portray an active choice of his own 
American Dream over his family’s wishes. This 
introduces cracks in the family, which then splinter 
at the end. Ann embodies this self-interest too.



Self-interest
Mother too is portrayed as a victim less of the 
American Dream than of her own desires. 

In her desperation to play the role of Mother, she 
pursues her own fiction that (i) Larry is alive and 
(ii) that Keller is innocent.  This ironically only 
serves to confirm the very opposite. Ann is 
‘forced’ to give her the letter; Mother herself 
cannot hang onto her own lie.



Are the Kellers 
perpetrators who 
recklessly chase the 
American Dream?

Focus on the unseen consequences of the play 
— The American Dream as destructive 



Kellers—Criminals
We can also argue that Joe Keller is, from his very 
name, presented as a ‘killer’ rather than a ‘victim’. 
Mother and Chris, by harbouring the secret, 
essentially fill the role of his ‘accomplices’. 

(i) Chris’s accusations late in Act Two, (ii) 
Mother and Chris’s confessions about their 
knowledge and (iii) Larry’s letter in Act Three 
must be analysed to support this thesis.



Who are the real 
victims of the 
American Dream 
then?

Let’s go to the ending. The ending is important. 
— The American Dream



Survivors—victims?
While each ‘possible stand’ on slide 6 can be 
reasonably supported, the ending of the play 
positions Mother and Chris Keller as the 
foremost ‘victims’ of the American Dream. 

The family’s pursuit of happiness has led to the 
deaths of the father and a son. Mother and the 
one remaining son are left on stage, mourning the 
damage as the curtain comes down.





George’s 
impending 
arrival
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What’s it all about, Georgie?

The passage seemed to elicit thoughtless, 
feckless regurgitation on denial, the American 
Dream and the father-son relationship. In other 
words, your lecture notes. 

We should know that George’s arrival in Act Two 
signals (i) the return of the past and (ii) the 
revelation of the repressed truth — Keller’s 
crime. George’s arrival arguably sets off the key 
conflict between Chris and Joe Keller.



Divide the passage, silly
Part One  
Ann’s phone call with George overlaps with the 
Chris-Keller conversation, which bears signs of guilt 
and shame that will be aggravated by George’s 
arrival in the play.  
— Do not focus on the father-son relationship here!  

Part Two  
The phone call cuts off Keller’s speech. George’s 
intentions (and potential disaster) are made known 
via Ann’s dialogue. Ann avoids the topic.



The rising action
Part Three 
The implications or ‘effects’ of the call are 
shown. Ann and Chris’s exit allows the audience 
to watch Mother and Keller’s true intentions. 

We sense fear / panic from Mother, nervous 
denial by Keller and finally, an awareness that 
they need to be guarded for George’s arrival. Act 
One thus ends on an ominous note to prepare us 
for the conflict / climax that will ensue.



Methods—tension?
Overlapping scenes; Ann is heard off-stage 

Ann’s questions and declaratives; George’s replies are 
omitted, demarcated by pauses 

Strategically placed exit by Ann and Chris 

Keller’s questions express curiosity, then terror 

Stage directions, repetition of words and short exclamations 
present us a clearly shaken Mother  

Closing stage directions mark a disagreement that is 
disquieting and foreboding; possible mirroring of Mother’s 
opening action in Act Three and Keller’s suicide.


