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TEXTS IN CONTEXT

All My Sons 
by Arthur Miller
All My Sons (1947), Arthur Miller’s second play, ran for a year on Broadway, 
won him a Tony Award for Best Author and established his reputation 
as a serious and successful dramatist

Postwar context
Only 16 months after the end of the Second World War, Miller was keen 
to write a play that forced its audience to face the moral complexities 
of the war and its aftermath. The national mood was poised between 
feelings of victory and liberation on the one hand and, on the other, 
uncertainty and paranoia about the future. In a domestic microcosm, 
the play explores similarly conflicted feelings in the context of conflicted 
families. 

The idea
Miller’s idea for the play came from an incident during the war years. 
In his autobiography, Timebends: A Life, he recalls overhearing a story 
about ‘a young girl somewhere in central Ohio who had turned her father 
in to the FBI for having manufactured faulty aircraft parts’. Although an 
engineer had claimed that the play’s premise was implausible, pointing 
out that aircraft parts were routinely X-rayed, Miller confirmed that 
a senate committee had gone on to expose ‘the Wright Aeronautical 
Corporation of Ohio, which had exchanged the “Condemned” tags 
on defective engines for “Passed” and, in cahoots with bribed army 
inspectors, had shipped many hundreds of these failed machines to the 
armed forces.’ 

In Miller’s play, this scenario is adapted. Joe Keller, an arms 
manufacturer, allows defective engine parts to be shipped from his 
factory by his friend and colleague, Steve Deever. As a result, 21 pilots 
died. Coincidentally, Joe’s son Larry, also a fighter pilot, was lost in 
action about the same time. First George, Steve’s son, and then Chris, 
Joe’s son, embark on a quest to make Joe accept culpability. 

Political context
Miller’s left-wing sympathies are evident in many of his plays 
but his work in the 1940s, The Man Who Had All the Luck
(1945), All My Sons (1947) and then Death of a Salesman (1949), 
has a particular focus on capitalism in crisis. All three plays 
concern relatively ‘little’ men, cogs in the machine, who pay the 
tragic price for the failure of the American Dream. They also 
address broader political ideas, such as the conflict between 
individualism and collectivism. Joe’s tendency to see himself 
and his family in isolation from the rest of society reflects the 
importance of individualism and self-sufficiency to American 
culture. This may be part of the settler or pioneer mindset and 
is perhaps further reinforced by the Constitution’s focus on 
individual freedoms. 

Changing mindsets
The American essayist and philosopher Henry David Thoreau 
(1817–62) published Walden in 1854 and this became an 
influential journal of simple living and self-sufficiency. In his 
1928 presidential campaign, Herbert Hoover advocated ‘rugged 
individualism’ and political isolationism, which had been seen by 
many as a virtue ever since the founding of Republic. However, 
the twentieth century brought a change of mindset. The United 
States’ involvement in two world wars and the incremental 
democratisation of society at all levels lent further weight to the 
idea of collectivism as a moral imperative. Collectivism became 
linked with left-wing beliefs such as socialism.

Literary context 
Greek tragedians and Ibsen
Miller’s subject matter and dramatic methods in All My Sons owe much 
to the traditions of Greek tragedy. The focus on the Keller dynasty and 
family house echoes Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, in which King Oedipus’ 
quest to find the origin of a deadly curse on his city discovers that he 
and his family are the unwitting culprits. 

Another echo is of Aeschylus’ Oresteia trilogy set in the wake of war, 
where actions come back to haunt and destroy apparently heroic 
individuals, marriages and families. Returning victorious from the 

Trojan War, King Agamemnon finds out that he is responsible for his 
daughter’s death in a sacrifice to ensure the success of the mission. This 
revelation tears him and his family dynasty apart. That Miller adapts 
the methods of Greek tragedy to a modern context adds considerable 
power to his work. 

Another tragic precursor is the Norwegian dramatist Henrik Ibsen 
(1828–1906) and, in particular, his play The Wild Duck (1884), in 
which a young man, Gregers Verle, commits himself to exposing family 
secrets, including that his own father allowed another man to be 
imprisoned for a crime his father had committed. 

Social and historical contexts
American ideals and issues
All My Sons reflects aspects of social change in the first half of 
the twentieth century. Some aspects of society had experienced 
rapid change, but attitudes remained conservative in others. As the 
traditional agrarian economy increasingly gave way to urban living, 
cheap labour and assembly-line production became the norm. There 
was a marked rise in standards of living, including significant advances 
in education and literacy. Emotional and sexual fulfilment in marriage 
became more common aspirations. Women had been given the vote 
by the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 and women expected to play 
a more prominent role both within and beyond the domestic sphere. 
These changes underpin how suburban family and industrial life are 
presented in the play. 

However, although Ann and Kate wield power over their partners and 
provide a sounding board for the moral issues within the drama, the 
world of All My Sons remains firmly patriarchal. This perhaps reflects 
that the momentum of women’s rights had stalled. The Second World 
War had opened up a more prosperous world of change for some, but 
women were pushed back into their pre-war role as supporters of a 
new patriarchy. 

This mixed picture of social change for the society in which Miller 
wrote the play, reflects a growing crisis for the ideas of the American 
Dream (a concept first named by historian James Truslow Adams in The 
Epic of America in 1931) and ‘the pursuit of Happiness’ (Declaration to 
Congress, 1776). Increasingly, progress was measured by wealth and 
material possessions rather than by abstract ideals. 

Contemporary theatrical context
Other plays of the 1940s
Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire was also first performed 
on Broadway in 1947. Williams was born in Mississippi and preoccupied 
with southern states and southern values. His use of original methods 
to represent psychological experience and create dramatic impact 
would seem at first to be a far cry from Miller’s approach. However, 
both are drawn somewhat poetically to dark situations and themes 
of family conflict. His methods to portray Willy Loman’s psychological 

disassociation and suicide in Death of a Salesman (1949) show a more 
marked tendency in this direction. 

Another contemporary is British playwright J. B. Priestley, whose play 
An Inspector Calls (1945) is also about a comfortable, business family 
protecting their secrets and guarding their interests. Both Miller and 
Priestley follow American playwright Clifford Odets (1906–63) in 
writing plays about social conscience from a left-wing viewpoint.
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