Studying Arthur Miller's All My Sons 

Act I 

· What does Act I tell us about the main characters, the conflicts, the mood and setting? 

Activity 1:  Study the 1st Act with regard to the following aspects:

1. How are Mother and Keller presented? 

2. What impression do you get of Ann and Chris?

Questionnaire (character traits of the protagonists)

	PRIVATE

	Mother
	Keller
	Chris
	Ann

	Talkative
	
	
	
	

	Depressive
	
	
	
	

	Suspicious
	
	
	
	

	Nice/friendly
	
	
	
	

	Reasonable
	
	
	
	

	Angry
	
	
	
	

	Vindictive
	
	
	
	

	Patient
	
	
	
	

	Forgiving
	
	
	
	

	Generous
	
	
	
	

	Responsible
	
	
	
	

	Reproaching
	
	
	
	

	Calculating
	
	
	
	

	Welcoming
	
	
	
	

	Open-minded
	
	
	
	

	Antipathic
	
	
	
	

	Guilty
	
	
	
	

	Naïve
	
	
	
	

	Ignoring reality
	
	
	
	


Activity 2: Discussion questions

1. Why doesn´t Mother want to accept Larry´s death? 

2. Why isn´t she just happy that Ann has come? 

3. What impression do you get about the relationship between Keller and Chris? 

4. What does Keller think about Chris´ plan to marry Ann? 

5. What seems to be central in Keller´s life? Why?

6. What happened to the apple tree in Keller's yard? How does Mr. Keller associate the apple tree with his son Larry? What happened to Larry?
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Activity 3: Contrasting values 

Examine the difference between Chris's and Joe's ideals and values. Look, especially, at Chris's speech beginning “...It takes a little time...” and ending “...and that included you”. ( p 121) What does this tell us about Chris's outlook?

How does Chris see Joe: 

- At the start of the play? 

- When he discovers Joe's guilt? 

- After he reads Larry's letter to Ann? 

- What does Joe think of Chris's outlook on life and his values generally, before and after

 he hears Chris reading Larry's letter? 

Act 2

Activity 4: True/False-questions about Act 2, Scene 1+2

We don´t offer solutions for the true/false-questions because some of them might be answered in both ways, and different opinions could stimulate discussions as you will try to convince the others that their answer is the correct one, e.g. questions 2 and 10.

 (1) Keller offers Steve a job as his partner after his release from prison. T F

(2) Ann is glad that her brother is coming. T F

(3) Keller offers his help because he wants to forget the past. T F

(4) George regrets never having visited his father in prison before. T F

(5) George tells Ann that Keller told their father on the phone not to deliver the cracked cylinder-heads. T F

(6) Ann wants to visit her father in prison to get to know the truth. T F 

(7) Ann doesn´t want to accept the truth and wants her brother to leave soon. T F

(8) George doesn´t want to go out with them although Mother offers him to invite 

a nice girl. T F

(9) Steve was always a very reliable partner prepared to take responsibility. T F

(10) Keller had pneumonia the day the incident happened. T F

(11) Mother wants Ann to leave with her brother. T F

(12) Keller is of the same opinion as his wife. (see 11) T F

(13) Chris realizes that his father is guilty of having sent 21 pilots to death when his 

mother says: "Your brother is alive [...] because if he is dead, your father killed him." T F

(14) Father justifies himself by saying that he was sure that the cracked cylinder-heads 

would never be used and that they were no danger for the pilots. T F

(15) After a few weeks he got a few cylinder-heads kicked back. T F
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Activity 5

Before hearing Larry's letter read, Joe says (of Larry) “...for him the world had a forty-foot front. It ended at the building line”. After the letter is read, Joe says, “Sure he (Larry) was my son but I think to him they were all my sons, and I guess they were”. 

-Who are “they”?

-What is the point of Joe's saying “...they were all my sons”? Why is this phrase the play's title? 

-What does Joe now see Larry's view to have been? 

-How has this changed his (Joe's) outlook? 

Activity 6: Ending

Consider Joe's speech, beginning, “Nothing's bigger than that...”. Look, too, at Kate's final words to Chris: “Forget now. Live”. What has Joe tried to do for Chris by his suicide?

Activity 7: Character portrait

The central character of the play (whose tragedy it is) is Joe. 

How is Joe's character shown through his relations with others: Chris, Kate, Ann and Larry? 

How does the audience's idea of Joe change as the play progresses? 

How do Chris's speeches help us form an idea of Joe?

Why does Joe decide to shoot himself? 

What do we learn from Joe's comments on Steve (for example, that he wants him to have his old job back, when he comes out of jail)? 

Activity 8:  balloon debate:

class divided into 6 groups, material: characterisations of 6 protagonists 

aim of the game: 6 people are in a balloon, that needs to lose weight in order to stay up in the air - who will have to go "offboard" first?

groups work out reasons and arguments, why their characters should not be thrown out of the balloon on moral grounds, so that a "moral victor" can be identified in the end

Home work writing tasks: Choose two topics and produce texts of your own, based 

on group discussion


250-300 words

1) Police report of a sergeant who arrives at the scene of the crime and interrogates the relatives/friends of the family on the circumstances of the suicide

2) Report of a journalist who interviewed George Deevers on his opinion on the plane-scandal that occurred a few years ago, she then speculates on the possible outcome of a second trial

3) A neighbour comments on Joe’s motivation to commit suicide as a friend of the family and his speculation on what happened at the Keller’s house that very day

4) A letter by Ann to her best friend, who she tells about her feelings towards Chris, and how her life has changed after Joe’s suicide, her plans for the future

5) Steve Deevers tells another inmate why he thinks that Joe shot himself, and what feelings he harbours towards his children, what his plans are after his release

6) A former worker at Joe’s company tells a union man how he lived through the War, what he felt and thought when he discovered the faulty engines and how he reacted when they were told to cover them up, why he didn’t protest
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