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All My Sons By Arthur Miller Summary

An In-Depth All My Sons By Arthur Miller Summary: Tragedy, Guilt,
and the American Dream

Arthur Miller’s All My Sons is widely regarded as one of the most powerful American plays of the 20th century.
Premiering in 1947, it won the Tony Award for Best Author and established Miller as a major force in American
theater. This comprehensive All My Sons by Arthur Miller summary will guide you through the plot, themes,
characters, and lasting significance of this classic drama, offering a complete understanding of why it remains
essential reading and viewing for anyone interested in morality, family, and the cost of the American Dream.

The play tells the story of Joe Keller, a successful self-made businessman who built a prosperous manufacturing
company during World War II. But beneath the surface of suburban comfort lies a devastating secret that threatens
to unravel everything. As the layers of deceit are peeled away, Miller forces both his characters and his audience to
confront hard questions about responsibility, guilt, and what it means to be part of a community. This summary will
explore how All My Sons uses the microcosm of one family to examine macro-level societal issues, making it as
relevant today as it was in the late 1940s.

Background and Setting of All My Sons

Understanding the context enriches any All My Sons by Arthur Miller summary. The play is set in August 1947, in
the back yard of the Keller family home in a quiet American suburb. The war has been over for two years, and the
nation is struggling to transition from wartime production to peacetime life. Miller drew inspiration from a true story
he encountered: a woman who turned in her own father to the authorities after discovering his role in shipping faulty
airplane parts to the military. This real-life drama sparked Miller’s imagination and led him to explore the clash
between family loyalty and civic duty.



The Keller home is a symbol of the post-war promise: a modest but comfortable house, a garden, a porch swing. Yet
the first thing we see—the broken shell of a large tree—immediately signals that all is not well. The tree was planted
to honor Larry Keller, the son reported missing in action three years earlier. Its destruction sets the stage for the
unraveling of the family’s carefully maintained illusions.

Act-by-Act Plot Summary of All My Sons

Act One: The Illusion of a Perfect Life

The play opens on a sunny Sunday morning in the Keller back yard. Joe Keller, a man in his early sixties, enjoys the
morning with his neighbor Dr. Jim Bayliss and Frank Lubey, another neighbor. Joe is genial, confident, and seemingly
content. His wife Kate is more anxious, still holding onto the hope that her son Larry is alive. She consults Frank’s
horoscopes and clings to any sign that Larry will return.

The central conflict is introduced when Chris Keller, Joe’s surviving son and a former war hero, expresses his desire
to marry Ann Deever, Larry’s former girlfriend. Ann lives in New York and is the daughter of Joe’s former business
partner, Steve Deever. We learn that Steve Deever is in prison for shipping defective cylinder heads to the Air Force
during the war, causing the deaths of 21 pilots. Joe was cleared of all charges. But the shadow of that crime looms
over the family.

Kate is adamantly opposed to the marriage. She believes that if Larry is alive, Ann must still wait for him; if Larry is
dead, then Chris and Ann cannot marry because it would confirm his death. Kate’s refusal to accept reality is the
engine of the play’s tension. As the act closes, Ann’s brother George Deever unexpectedly arrives, having just visited
his father in prison. His demeanor suggests that the truth may finally come out.

Act Two: The Cracks Begin to Show

George arrives angry and suspicious. He confronts Joe, accusing him of letting Steve take the blame alone. Joe
defends himself, claiming he was sick the day the defective parts were shipped. But George is unconvinced. Kate
tries to smooth things over, but her desperation only raises more questions.
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Chris, who has always believed in his father’s innocence, is forced to confront the possibility that Joe might be guilty.
In a heated exchange, Joe admits the truth: he knew the parts were cracked, but he allowed them to be shipped
anyway because he didn’t  want  to  lose  his  government  contract.  He signed a  cover-up letter,  and when the
investigation came, he pinned the blame on Steve. Joe justifies his actions as protecting his business and his family.
“I was in business,” he says, “for my son.”

Chris is devastated. He denounces his father, calling him a murderer. Joe, in turn, reveals his own bitterness: he
believes that the world is a “dog-eat-dog” place and that his only crime was looking out for his family. The act ends
with Chris ordering his father from the house. But before Joe can leave, Ann reveals that she found a letter from
Larry—a suicide note he wrote before his death. In the letter, Larry says he learned of his father’s crime and cannot
face the shame. He volunteers for a dangerous mission and is killed. The note proves that Joe’s actions led directly to
his own son’s death.

Act Three: The Reckoning

The final act takes place later that night. Joe has learned of the letter and is shattered. Kate tries to keep the family
together, but it is too late. Joe insists that he did it all for his family, but Chris counters that there is no such thing as
a private triumph when the lives of others are at stake. Joe finally realizes the full weight of his betrayal: the 21 pilots
were not strangers—they were all his sons, every one of them. Overcome with guilt and the loss of both his real son
and his moral standing, Joe goes inside the house and shoots himself.

The play ends with Chris and Kate left to face the wreckage of their lives and the terrible knowledge that their
comfort was built on a lie.

Major Themes in All My Sons

Any thorough All My Sons by Arthur Miller summary must address the play’s central themes. These are what give
the drama its enduring power.



Guilt and Responsibility

The most obvious theme is the question of moral responsibility. Joe Keller argues that he was only responsible for his
wife and children. But the play suggests that responsibility cannot be so narrowly defined. As Chris says, there is a
“universe of obligation” that extends beyond the nuclear family. Joe’s refusal to see the dead pilots as someone’s sons
makes his crime all the more heinous.

Illusion vs. Reality

Throughout the play, characters cling to comforting illusions. Kate refuses to accept Larry’s death. Joe pretends he
was innocent. Chris believes his father is a good man. The broken tree is a powerful symbol of the shattering of these
illusions. Only when the truth is forced into the light can any of them begin to heal—though for Joe, the truth is too
much to bear.

The American Dream

Miller critiques the idea of the American Dream as purely material success. Joe Keller worked hard to provide a
comfortable life for his family, but he did so by sacrificing his integrity and the lives of others. The play asks: at what
cost does the dream come true? Joe’s suicide suggests that a success built on lies and death is no success at all.

Family vs. Society

The conflict between loyalty to one’s family and duty to the larger community is at the heart of the drama. Joe
chooses family over society, but the play argues that the two are inseparable. When Joe ships faulty parts, he is not
just harming anonymous soldiers—he is harming the community that his family belongs to, and ultimately, his own
son.

Character Analysis in All My Sons

To fully appreciate any All My Sons by Arthur Miller summary, one must understand the characters who drive the
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action.

Joe Keller

Joe is a complex figure: likable, hardworking, and devoted to his family, but also morally blind. He embodies the self-
justifying pragmatism that Miller saw as a danger to society. Joe’s tragic flaw is his inability to see beyond his own
front yard. His final recognition of his guilt makes his death both a punishment and a redemption.

Chris Keller

Chris is the moral center of the play. He returns from war with a deep appreciation for the camaraderie and sacrifice
of his fellow soldiers. He believes in accountability and justice. His disillusionment with his father is the emotional
core of the drama. Chris represents the hope that a younger generation can learn from the mistakes of the older one.

Kate Keller

Kate is the keeper of the family’s illusions. Her refusal to accept Larry’s death is not just maternal love; it is a
mechanism to avoid confronting the truth about her husband. She is both sympathetic and tragic, a woman who has
sacrificed her integrity to maintain a fragile peace.

Ann Deever

Ann is a more straightforward character—she wants to move on with her life. Her arrival forces the Kellers to face
the past. She is loyal to Chris and determined to break free from the family’s secrets.

George Deever

George begins as a simple lawyer but transforms when he learns the truth from his father. He becomes a catalyst for
the play’s climax, forcing the confrontation that brings down Joe’s house of cards.



Symbolism in All My Sons

Miller uses several potent symbols to reinforce his themes. The broken tree is the most obvious: it represents
Larry’s  death  and  the  destruction  of  the  family’s  stability.  The  tree  was  planted  in  his  memory,  but  its  fall
foreshadows the collapse of the Kellers’ world. The porch where the family gathers symbolizes the fragile domestic
peace  that  is  always  under  threat.  Larry’s  letter  serves  as  a  physical  embodiment  of  truth  that  cannot  be
suppressed. And the sound of the wind that accompanies the final moments suggests the force of moral justice
sweeping through the home.

Historical Context and Relevance

Written in the aftermath of World War II, All My Sons reflects a nation wrestling with the moral costs of war. The
defense industry had made many men wealthy, but often at the expense of human lives. Miller was concerned with
the "social  responsibility"  of  the individual.  The play’s  critique of  capitalism and profit-driven decision-making
remains relevant in any era where business ethics clash with human welfare.  Today, debates about corporate
accountability, whistleblowing, and the true cost of progress continue to echo the themes of Miller’s work.

Critical Reception and Legacy

When All My Sons premiered on Broadway in 1947, it was an immediate success. Critics praised Miller’s blend of
Ibsenite  realism  with  American  vernacular.  The  play  launched  Miller’s  career  and  foreshadowed  his  later
masterpieces like Death of a Salesman and The Crucible. Over the decades, it has been revived countless times in
theaters around the world and adapted for film and television. Its power lies in its unflinching examination of how
ordinary people can cause extraordinary harm when they choose self-interest over moral courage.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of All My Sons

This All My Sons by Arthur Miller summary has aimed to provide a complete overview of the plot, themes, and
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significance of this modern classic. The play is more than a moving family drama; it is a searing indictment of the
idea that private success can be separated from public good. Joe Keller’s tragic fall reminds us that we are all
connected, that our actions ripple outward, and that ignoring that connection leads


