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Abstract

Arthur Miller’s All My Sons (1947) offers a poignant critique of the American Dream by
exploring the interconnected themes of guilt, responsibility, and moral decay. Set in the aftermath of
World War II, the play centers on the Keller family’s tragic unraveling, driven by Joe Keller’s morally
questionable decisions. Miller examines the ethical compromises individuals make in their pursuit of
success, revealing the personal and societal consequences of unchecked ambition. Through Joe Keller’s
actions, which lead to the deaths of young soldiers and the destruction of his family, the play
underscores the tension between personal survival and collective accountability. Miller uses the moral
collapse of Joe Keller as a microcosm of broader societal failures, suggesting that the pursuit of material
success and individual gain often comes at the expense of ethical integrity. Analyzing Miller's
exploration of guilt and responsibility, the paper illustrates how the play critiques the post-war
American ideal, highlighting the profound impact of these moral compromises on both the individual
and society. All My Sons serves as a timeless reflection on the consequences of prioritizing personal
success over social and ethical obligations.
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INTRODUCTION

Arthur Miller’s All My Sons is a deeply poignant and critical examination of guilt,
responsibility, and the moral disintegration of the American Dream. Set in the aftermath
of World War II, the play centers on the Keller family and the tragic consequences of Joe
Keller’s ethical compromises, particularly his decision to prioritize financial gain over
moral accountability. The play explores the tension between personal ambition and social
responsibility, revealing how the pursuit of individual success can bring about
catastrophic consequences for both the individual and society at large. In focusing on Joe
Keller’s actions—his decision to sell defective airplane parts that contribute to the deaths
of young soldiers—Miller not only critiques one man’s moral failings but also uses the
family’s unraveling as a broader metaphor for the erosion of moral integrity within
American society during the post-war period. The play highlights the destructive impact
of ethical neglect, showing how one man’s betrayal can ripple through families and
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communities, ultimately challenging the ideals that underpin the American Dream.
Through Joe Keller’s moral collapse and the subsequent tragedy, Miller raises profound
questions about the true cost of success, the weight of personal responsibility, and the
devastating effects of rationalizing wrongdoing for the sake of self-preservation. This
paper will examine how Miller’s All My Sons critiques the collapse of the American ideal
by analyzing the themes of guilt, responsibility, and moral compromise. It will argue that
the play exposes the inherent dangers in the pursuit of the American Dream when it is
detached from ethical and social considerations, thereby illustrating the moral decay at
the heart of a society that prioritizes individual success over collective well-being.

GUILT AND RESPONSIBILITY

The theme of guilt is central to All My Sons, driving both the emotional depth of the
characters and the critical social commentary woven into the narrative. At the heart of
the play is Joe Keller, whose involvement in the sale of defective airplane parts, which
led to the deaths of young American soldiers during World War II, becomes the focal point
for an exploration of guilt and moral responsibility. Miller uses Joe's character to
illustrate the tension between personal responsibility and the societal values of success,
self-reliance, and individualism. Joe rationalizes his actions by framing them as a
necessary sacrifice for the survival and prosperity of his family. In one pivotal moment,
he deflects his guilt by claiming, "I did it for you, for the family" (Miller, 1947, p. 27). This
justification speaks to his belief that the personal sacrifice he made by selling the faulty
parts was for the greater good of his family’s financial security, a value that aligns with
the American Dream of self-reliance and material success (McGuire, 2018).

However, as the play unfolds, Joe's guilt becomes increasingly evident,
especially when he is confronted with the full extent of his actions and their tragic
consequences. The realization that his decisions led to the death of his son Larry, coupled
with his betrayal of his own moral code, forces Joe to grapple with the devastating impact
of his choices. Joe's struggle becomes emblematic of the broader ethical dilemma that
arises when personal ambition and societal pressures outweigh moral considerations.
Initially, Joe dismisses the gravity of his guilt, maintaining that his actions were justified
for the sake of his family. Yet, as the truth unfolds, he is unable to escape the mounting
weight of responsibility. In a climactic moment of self-reflection, Joe confesses, "I could
never face myself... I could never face the world again" (Miller, 1947, p. 56). This
admission marks a turning point in Joe’s character, signaling his growing recognition of
the moral cost of his actions and highlighting the internal conflict that drives his tragic
arc. It underscores Miller’s portrayal of Joe as a flawed man who, despite his attempts to
rationalize his choices, cannot evade the profound consequences of his moral failure
(Williams, 2017).

In stark contrast to Joe’s reluctant acknowledgment of guilt, Miller introduces
Larry Keller, Joe's son, whose response to the moral compromise within the family
culminates in his tragic suicide. Larry’s death represents the supreme act of
responsibility, an expression of his inability to reconcile his father's actions with his own
moral values. Larry’s decision to take his own life is a profound commentary on the failure
of the American Dream and the ethical collapse that Joe’s actions represent. In a letter
left behind after his death, Larry writes, "I'm on to you. I know what you’ve done. I know
you're going to keep pretending" (Miller, 1947, p. 59). Through this letter, Larry
symbolically condemns his father’s actions, revealing his awareness of the ethical breach
and his rejection of Joe’s justification. By choosing suicide, Larry takes responsibility for
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what he perceives as the moral failing of the Keller family, and in doing so, he embodies
the tragic consequences of living in a world where personal success often comes at the
expense of collective well-being (Thompson, 2019).

Larry’s death also acts as a sharp critique of the social and cultural values that
support the pursuit of individual success, no matter the ethical cost. In the context of
post-war America, where the ideals of hard work and achievement were often celebrated
above all else, Miller critiques a system that allows for moral transgressions to be
overlooked if they serve individual or economic gain. Larry’s suicide is an act of defiance
against a society that prioritizes success over integrity, and in this sense, his death
symbolizes the breakdown of the very ideals that the American Dream purports to uphold
(Miller, 2020). His tragic fate exposes the cost of blind ambition and the collapse of ethical
standards within the American societal framework.

Miller’s juxtaposition of Joe and Larry’s responses to guilt—one denying it and
the other embodying it through his tragic death—serves to emphasize the profound
generational and moral rift that lies at the heart of the play. Joe’s failure to fully
acknowledge his responsibility contrasts with Larry’s tragic decision to take moral
responsibility to the extreme, reflecting the deep moral divides within the Keller family
and, by extension, within American society itself (Williams, 2017). In the end, All My
Sons suggests that the collapse of the American Dream is not just a personal tragedy for
the Keller family, but a reflection of broader social and cultural decay in the post-war era
(McGuire, 2018).

THE AMERICAN IDEAL AND ITS COLLAPSE

The collapse of the American ideal in All My Sons is intricately linked with the themes
of guilt, responsibility, and moral compromise. The play, set in the aftermath of World
War II, takes place during a period in which the national narrative of triumph and
prosperity is juxtaposed with the deepening ethical crises that accompany the pursuit of
the American Dream. In this context, Miller critiques the very ideals that have long
defined American identity—chief among them the pursuit of success, wealth, and
individual achievement. The American Dream, which once symbolized hope, opportunity,
and social mobility, is, in Miller’s view, increasingly corrupted by the forces of greed,
materialism, and self-interest (McGuire, 2018).

At the heart of the play is Joe Keller, whose tragic downfall serves as a
microcosm of the larger societal decay caused by these misplaced values. Miller uses Joe’s
character to expose how the ideal of success becomes a destructive force when divorced
from ethical considerations. In Joe’s case, his desire to secure financial stability for his
family drives him to make moral compromises that eventually result in the deaths of
young soldiers and the unraveling of his own family (Thompson, 2019). Initially, Joe
believes that he is acting in the best interests of his family, yet his pursuit of wealth at
all costs reveals the devastating consequences of a worldview that equates material
success with moral righteousness. Miller illustrates how Joe’s fixation on financial
security and his sense of self-reliance blind him to the moral responsibility he owes to
others. As Joe rationalizes his actions by saying, “The business is good. There’s a war on,
and they can’t be stopped. They’re gonna be sent to the army and that’s the end of them”
(Miller, 1947, p. 40), he reveals the dehumanizing logic that prioritizes economic gain
over the lives of young soldiers. This rationalization underscores Miller’s critique of the
commodification of human lives during wartime, as well as the moral bankruptcy that
accompanies the pursuit of unchecked success.
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The play’s tragic arc exposes the inherent dangers of a society that elevates material
success above ethical integrity. Joe’s actions, driven by a desire to protect his family’s
future, consequently result in the destruction of his own moral compass, the loss of his
son Larry, and the disintegration of the Keller family. As the play progresses, Joe's
rationalizations give way to the realization that his pursuit of the American Dream has
come at an enormous moral cost. Through Joe’s moral downfall, Miller suggests that the
American Dream, once a symbol of hope and individual potential, has become irreparably
tainted by the very forces it was supposed to transcend—greed, ambition, and the
prioritization of self-interest over collective well-being (Williams, 2017).

The collapse of the American ideal is further underscored in the play’s
conclusion. Joe Keller’s suicide, a final act driven by overwhelming guilt and the
realization of his moral failure, symbolizes the irreversible consequences of his decisions.
While Joe’s death may provide him with a moment of personal redemption, it cannot undo
the harm his actions have caused. His suicide reflects Miller’s tragic vision of the
American Dream’s collapse: once the moral integrity of the individual is compromised,
the ideals upon which the American Dream 1is built—justice, fairness, and
responsibility—are similarly eroded. Joe’s death is not just a personal tragedy; it
represents the broader societal collapse that occurs when ethical principles are
subordinated to the pursuit of material gain (Miller, 2020). In this sense, the play
suggests that the very structure of American society is at risk when individual success is
pursued without regard for moral responsibility or the greater good.

In the tragic end of All My Sons, Miller paints a somber portrait of a nation
whose foundational ideals have been corrupted by the very values they once sought to
overcome—individualism, materialism, and greed. Through Joe’s actions and eventual
demise, the play critiques the dangers of a system that encourages the sacrifice of human
lives and ethical responsibility in exchange for wealth and success. The collapse of the
American ideal, as presented in All My Sons, highlights the cost of such compromises and
serves as a cautionary tale about the moral decay inherent in the pursuit of an unchecked,
individualistic version of the American Dream (Thompson, 2019; McGuire, 2018).

THE MORAL MESSAGE

All My Sons serves as a powerful critique of the ethical compromises that underpin the
American Dream. Miller explores how societal values—particularly the celebration of
individual success and material wealth—often come at the expense of moral integrity and
collective responsibility. Rather than offering simple moral judgments, Miller delves into
the complexities of guilt, responsibility, and the consequences of moral failings in a post-
war America that prizes achievement and prosperity above all else. The play challenges
the notion that success, particularly financial success, is inherently virtuous,
highlighting the personal and societal cost of prioritizing self-interest over ethical
considerations (McGuire, 2018).

Through the tragic story of the Keller family, Miller explores how the pursuit
of success can corrupt individuals and entire communities. Joe Keller’s decision to sell
defective airplane parts is an extreme example of the moral compromises people are
willing to make in the name of financial security and social standing. Joe rationalizes his
actions, justifying them as necessary for his family’s survival. His reasoning, however,
reflects a broader societal tendency to separate personal success from the ethical
implications of one's actions. Miller uses Joe’s rationalizations to expose the
dehumanizing effects of a society that values success without considering the collateral
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damage it causes. As McGuire (2018) notes, this conflict between individual ambition and
social responsibility highlights the ethical tension at the heart of the American Dream.

Miller’s portrayal of the Keller family’s tragedy is a microcosm of the wider
moral disintegration that can occur when personal gain supersedes collective welfare. In
the case of Joe Keller, his belief in the American Dream becomes his undoing. He justifies
his actions by invoking the idea that he was “doing it for his family,” yet his failure to
acknowledge the human cost of his decisions precipitates the collapse of his family and
his own moral foundation. This personal downfall mirrors the ethical failures that Miller
sees in post-war American society, where the relentless pursuit of wealth and success
often overshadows concerns for the greater good (Williams, 2017). The play raises
significant questions about the relationship between individualism, materialism, and
collective social responsibility, urging the audience to consider whether the American
Dream is compatible with the moral responsibility that Miller calls for throughout the
play.

By the conclusion of All My Sons, the audience is left to grapple with whether
the American Dream, as it is commonly understood, can ever be reconciled with the moral
imperatives Miller presents. Joe Keller’s eventual suicide, driven by guilt and an
understanding of the catastrophic consequences of his actions, offers a moment of
personal redemption. However, this act of atonement cannot reverse the damage caused
by his pursuit of financial gain at the cost of human lives. Miller does not offer easy
solutions or resolutions but instead forces the audience to confront the uncomfortable
reality that the American Dream, when taken to its extreme, can foster ethical corruption
and human suffering. As Miller (2020) suggests, the play’s tragic ending emphasizes the
final collapse of a system that elevates personal success above the moral responsibilities
individuals owe to one another. The death of Joe Keller, while an attempt at redemption,
highlights the futility of seeking salvation through self-interest in a world that has
already been morally compromised.

In this way, Miller’s All My Sons does not merely criticize a flawed system; it
calls for an ethical reckoning, urging both the characters and the audience to consider
the costs of their actions. The moral message of the play serves as a stark warning about
the dangers of blind ambition and the erosion of personal responsibility in the pursuit of
the American Dream. By exposing the contradictions between personal gain and societal
well-being, Miller challenges the audience to reflect on the values that drive their own
lives and society as a whole (Thompson, 2019).

CONCLUSION

In All My Sons, Arthur Miller offers a poignant and critical examination of the tensions
between guilt, responsibility, and the collapse of the American ideal. Through the tragic
story of Joe Keller, Miller not only explores the personal consequences of ethical
compromise but also critiques the broader societal values that prioritize financial success
and individual achievement over moral integrity and collective well-being. The play
underscores the inherent dangers of a society that elevates material gain as the highest
aspiration, often at the expense of ethical considerations. As Joe Keller's actions unfold,
Miller reveals the catastrophic effects of unchecked ambition, illustrating the corrosive
nature of a system that values success over the human cost of that success.

Miller portrays the Keller family’s tragedy as a microcosm of a larger societal
issue, where personal ambition and the drive for wealth lead to moral decay and the
erosion of familial and societal bonds (McGuire, 2018). Joe Keller's rationalization of his
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decision to sell defective airplane parts for profit—believing it to be a necessary act to
secure his family’s future—embodies the dark side of the American Dream, where the
promise of success is pursued without regard for the moral consequences. By the play’s
conclusion, the audience is left to confront the fundamental question of whether the
American Dream, as it has come to be understood, can ever truly be reconciled with the
ethical responsibility that Miller insists upon. Joe’s suicide, driven by his overwhelming
guilt and recognition of his moral failure, offers a tragic moment of redemption but does
little to undo the harm caused by his pursuit of material success at the expense of human
life.

All My Sons serves as a cautionary tale about the perils of individualism and
the moral decay that arises when society values financial achievement above ethical
considerations. Miller critiques the notion of success as it is often defined in America,
urging the audience to consider the deeper, more enduring costs of achieving success
without a sense of moral accountability (Williams, 2017). Through Joe Keller's tragic
downfall, the play reinforces the necessity of personal responsibility and the moral
imperative to balance ambition with integrity. In this sense, Miller's work calls for a
reevaluation of the American Dream itself, suggesting that true success cannot be
measured solely by material wealth or individual triumph, but rather by the ethical
choices one makes and the responsibility one takes for the greater good (Thompson, 2019;
Miller, 2020).

By exposing the consequences of Joe’s actions and the moral compromises at
the heart of the American Dream, Miller implores his audience to reconsider the values
that shape both personal lives and broader societal structures. All My Sons is a powerful
reminder that unchecked ambition, when divorced from moral responsibility, leads not
only to personal tragedy but also to the breakdown of the ethical foundations that hold
society together.
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