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Editor’s Note

This book brings together a representative selection of the best critical
interpretations devoted to Arthur Miller’s drama All My Sons. The critical
essays are reprinted here in the chronological order of their original pub-
lication. I am grateful to Daniel Duffy and Henry Finder for their assistance
in editing this volume.

My introduction secks to define how All My Sons achieves aesthetic
dignity despite Miller’s limitations, at that point, as a dramatic writer.
Arthur Miller himself follows with his own statement as to his intentions:
“The structure of the play is designed to bring a man into the direct path
of the consequences he has wrought.”

The director Harold Clurman praises All My Sons, even though it lacks
poetic vision, because of the passionate persistence of Miller’s moral talent.
In the reading of Samuel A. Yorks, the play is divided between Miller’s
intellect, speaking through Chris Keller, and Miller’s emotions, clinging
to Joe and Kate Keller. Arvin R. Wells reflects upon the same division,
arguing that the drama’s action stressé\s"morzgl responsibility while showing
also the inadequacy of a rigid idealism, as incarnated in Chris.

The influence of Ibsen upon All My Sons is traced by Sheila Huftel,
who finds the theme of evasion to be dominant both in Miller’s play and
in Miller’s adaption of Ibsen’s An Enemy of the People. Edward Murray
finds in All My Sons a failure to apprehend the complexity of human ex-
perience, while Barry Gross indicts the play for_failing to understand the

“larger moral context that it necessarily invokes.

In"Orm Overland’s analysis, Miller is valuable only when he works
in the forms of realism and is uneasy when he departs from realistic con-
ventions. Dennis Welland regards All My Sons as a social study of the
bewilderments of a common man who cannot learn moral responsibilities
to others. This is akin to the emphasis of Leonard Moss, who finds in the
play a successful social perspective but a relative failure in language.

vii



viii / EpITOR’S NOTE

C. W. E. Bigsby finds in All My Sons an Ibsenite well-made play, but
not yet the true, direct engagement that Miller will manifest, in later plays,
with the dreams and anxieties of the American people. The dramatic strategy
of the play, as expounded by June Schlueter, is a web or network of faith
and belief that snaps under pressure. Steven R. Centola concludes this
volume with a previously unpublished essay that sees All My Sons as a deep
study in bad faith, defined as the denial of freedom and responsibility in
each individual, when that individual himself is the denier.
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Jntroduction

[

Rather like Eugene O’Neill before him, Arthur Miller raises, at least for
me, the difficult critical question as to whether there is not an element in
drama that is other than literary, even contrary in value (supposed or real)
to literary values, perhaps even to aesthetic values. O’Neill, a very nearly
great dramatist, particularly in The Iceman Cometh and Long Day’s Journey
into Night, is not a good writer, except perhaps in his stage directions. Miller
is by no means a bad writer, but he is scarcely an eloquent master of the
language. I have just reread All My Sons, Death of a Salesman, and The
Crucible, and am compelled to reflect how poorly they reread, though all
of them, properly staged, are very effective dramas, and Death of a Salesman
is considerably more than that. It ranks with Iceman, Long Day’s Journey,
Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire, Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth and
Albee’s The Zoo Story as one of the half~dozen crucial American plays. Yet
its literary status seems to me somewhat questionable, which returns me
to the issue of what there is in drama that can survive indifferent or even
poor writing.

Defending Death of a Salesman, despite what he admits is a sentimental
glibness in its prose, Kenneth Tynan memorably observed: “But the theater
is an impure craft, and Death of a Salesman organizes its impurities with an
emotional effect unrivalled in postwar drama.”” The observation still seems
true, a quarter-century after Tynan made it, yet how unlikely a similar
statement would seem if ventured about Ibsen, Miller’s prime precursor.
Do we speak of Hedda Gabler organizing its impurities with an unrivalled
emotional effect? Why is the American drama, except for Thornton Wilder
(its one great sport), addicted to an organization of impurities, a critical
phrase perhaps applicable only to Theodore Dreiser, among the major
American novelists? Why is it that we have brought forth The Scarlet Letter,
Moby-Dick, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, The Portrait of a Lady, The Sun

1



2 / INTRODUCTION

Also Rises, The Great Gatsby, As I Lay Dying, Miss Lonelyhearts, The Crying
of Lot 49, but no comparable dramas? How can a nation whose poets include
Whitman, Dickinson, Frost, Stevens, Eliot, Hart Crane, Elizabeth Bishop,
James Merrill, and John Ashbery, among so many others of the highest
aesthetic dignity—how can it offer us only O’Neill, Miller, and Williams
as its strongest playwrights?

Drama at its most eminent tends not to appear either too early or too
late in any national literature. The United States may be the great exception,
since before O’Neill we had little better than Clyde Fitch, and our major
dramas (it is to be hoped) have not yet manifested themselves. I have seen
little speculation upon this matter, with the grand exception of Alvin B.
Kernan, the magisterial scholarly critic of Shakespeare and of Elizabethan
dramatic literature. Meditating upon American plays, in 1967, Kernan tuned
his initially somber notes to hopeful ones:

Thus with all our efforts, money, and good intentions, we have
not yet achieved a theater; and we have not, I believe, because
we do not see life in historic and dramatic terms. Even our
greatest novelists and poets, sensitive and subtle though they
are, do not think dramatically, and should not be asked to, for
they express themselves and us in other forms more suited to
their visions (and ours). But we have come very close at mo-
ments to having great plays, if not a great theatrical tradition.
When the Tyrone family stands in its parlor looking at the mad
mother holding her wedding dress and knowing that all the good
will in the world cannot undo what the past has done to them;
when Willy Loman, the salesman, plunges again and again into
the past to search for the point where it all went irremediably
wrong and cannot find any one fatal turning point; when the
Antrobus family, to end on a more cheerful note, drafts stage
hands from backstage to take the place of sick actors, gathers
its feeble and ever-disappointed hopes, puts its miserable home
together again after another in a series of unending disasters
stretching from the ice age to the present; then we are very close
to accepting our entanglement in the historical process and our
status as actors, which may in time produce a true theater.

That time has not yet come, twenty years later, but I think that Kernan
was more right even than he knew. Our greatest novelists and poets con-
tinue not to see life in historic and dramatic terms, precisely because our
literary tradition remains incurably Emersonian, and Emerson shrewdly
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dismissed both history and drama as European rather than American. An
overtly anti-Emersonian poet-novelist like Robert Penn Warren does see
life in historic and dramatic terms, and yet has done his best work away
from the stage, despite his effort to write All the King’s Men as a play. Our
foremost novelist, Henry James, failed as a dramatist, precisely because he
was more Emersonian than he knew, and turned too far inward in nuanced
vision for a play to be his proper mode of representation. One hardly sees
Faulkner or Frost, Hemingway or Stevens as dramatists, though they all
made their attempts. Nor would a comparison of The Waste Land and The
Family Reunion be kind to Eliot’s dramatic ambitions. The American literary
mode, whether narrative or lyric, tends towards romance and rumination,
or fantastic vision, rather than drama. Emerson, genius of the shores of
America, directed us away from history, and distrusted drama as a revel.
Nothing is got for nothing; Faulkner and Wallace Stevens, aesthetic light-
years beyond O’Neill and Tennessee Williams, seem to mark the limits of
the literary imagination in our American century. It is unfair to All My
Sons and Death of a Salesman to read them with the high expectations we
rightly bring to As I Lay Dying and Notes toward a Supreme Fiction. Miller,
a social dramatist, keenly aware of history, fills an authentic American need,
certainly for his own time.

11

All My Sons (1947), Miller’s first success, retains the flavor of post-
World War IT America, though it is indubitably something beyond a period
piece. Perhaps all of Miller’s work could be titled The Guilt of the Fathers,
which is a dark matter for a Jewish playwright, brought up to believe in
the normative tradition, with its emphasis upon the virtues of the fathers.
Though it is a truism to note that All My Sons is an Ibsenite play, the
influence relation to Ibsen remains authentic, and is part of the play’s mean-
ing, in the sense that Ibsen too is one of the fathers, and shares in their
guilt. Ibsen’s peculiar guilt in All My Sons is to have appropriated most of
Miller’s available stock of dramatic language. The result is that this drama
is admirably constructed yet not adequately expressed. It is not just that
eloquence is lacking; sometimes the characters seem unable to say what
they need to say if we are to be with them as we should.

Joe Keller ought to be the hero-villain of All My Sons, since prag-
matically he certainly is a villain. But Miller is enormously fond of Joe,
and so are we; he is not a good man, and yet he lives like one, in regard
to family, friends, neighbors. I do not think that Miller ever is interested
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in Hannah Arendt’s curious notion of the banality of evil. Joe is banal, and
he is not evil though his business has led him into what must be called
moral idiocy, in regard to his partner and to any world that transcends his
own immediate family. Poor Joe is just not very intelligent, and it is Miller’s
curious gift that he can render such a man dramatically interesting. An
ordinary man who wants to have a moderately good time, who wants his
family never to suffer, and who lacks any imagination beyond the imme-
diate: what is this except an authentic American Everyman? The wretched
Joe simply is someone who does not know enough, indeed who scarcely
knows anything at all. Nor can he learn anything. What I find least con-
vincing in the play is Joe’s moment of breaking through to a moral aware-
ness, and a new kind of knowledge:

MoTHER: Why are you going? You'll sleep, why are you
going?

KELLER: | can’t sleep here. I'll feel better if I go.

MOTHER: You're so foolish. Larry was your son too, wasn’t
he? You know he’d never tell you to do this.

KELLER (looking at letter in his hand): Then what is this if it isn’t
telling me? Sure, he was my son. But I think to him they
were all my sons. And I guess they were, I guess they
were. I'll be right down. Exits into house.

MOTHER (to Chris, with determination): You’re not going to take
him!

curis: I'm taking him.

MOTHER: It’s up to you, if you tell him to stay he’ll stay. Go
and tell him!

cHRIS: Nobody could stop him now.

MOTHER: You’ll stop him! How long will he live in prison?
Are you trying to kill him?

Nothing in Joe is spiritually capable of seeing and saying: “They were
all my sons. And I guess they were, I guess they were.” That does not
reverberate any more persuasively than Chris crying out: “There’s a uni-
verse of people outside and you’re responsible to it.” Drama fails Miller
there, or perhaps he fails drama. Joe Keller was too remote from a felt sense
of reality for Miller to represent the estrangement properly, except in regard
to the blindness Joe manifested towards his two sons. Miller crossed over
into his one permanent achievement when he swerved from Ibsen into the
marginal world of Death of a Salesman, where the pain is the meaning, and
the meaning has a repressed but vital relationship to the normative vision
that informs Jewish memory.



"T'he Question of Relatedness

Arthur Miller

When All My Sons opened on Broadway it was called an “Ibsenesque”
play. Some people liked it for this reason and others did not. Ibsen is relevant
to this play but what he means to me is not always what he means to
others, either his advocates or his detractors. More often than not, these
days, he is thought of as a stage carpenter with a flair for ideas of importance.
The whole aim of shaping a dramatic work on strict lines which will elicit
a distinct meaning reducible to a sentence is now suspect. “Life” is now
more complicated than such a mechanical contrasting of forces can hope to
reflect. Instead, the aim is a “‘poetic” drama, preferably one whose ultimate
thought or meaning is elusive, a drama which appears not to have been
composed or constructed, but which somehow comes to life on a stage and
then flickers away. To come quickly to the point, our theater inclines toward
the forms of adolescence rather than analytical adulthood. It is not my place
to deal in praise or blame but it seems to me that a fair judge would be
compelled to conclude, as a minimum, that the run of serious works of the
past decade have been written and played under an intellectually—as well
as electrically—diffused light. It is believed that any attempt to “prove”
something in a play is somehow unfair and certainly inartistic, if not gauche,
more particularly if what is being proved happens to be in any overt way
of social moment. Indeed, one American critic believes that the narrowness
of the theater audience—as compared with that for movies and television—
is the result of the masses’ having been driven away from the theater by
plays that preached.

From Arthur Miller’s Collected Plays. © 1957 by Arthur Miller. Viking, 1957.

5
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This is not, of course, a new attitude in the world. Every major play-
wright has had to make his way against it, for there is and always will be
a certain amount of resentfulness toward the presumption of any playwright
to teach. And there will never be a satisfactory way of explaining that no
playwright can be praised for his high seriousness and at the same time be
praised for not trying to teach; the very conception of a dramatic theme
inevitably means that certain aspects of life are selected and others left out,
and to imagine that a play can be written disinterestedly is to believe that
one can make love disinterestedly.

The debatable question is never whether a play ought to teach but
whether it is art, and in this connection the basic criterion—purely technical
considerations to one side—is the passion with which the teaching is made.
I hasten to add the obvious—that a work cannot be judged by the validity
of its teaching. But it is entirely misleading to state that there is some
profound conflict between art and the philosophically or socially meaningful
theme. I say this not out of a preference for plays that teach but in deference
to the nature of the creative act. A work of art is not handed down from
Olympus from a creature with a vision as wide as the world. If that could
be done a play would never end, just as history has no end. A play must
end, and end with a climax, and to forge a climax the forces in life, which
are of infinite complexity, must be made finite and capable of a more or
less succinct culmination. Thus, all dramas are to that extent arbitrary—in
comparison with life itself—and embody a viewpoint if not an obsession
on the author’s part. So that when I am told that a play is beautiful and (or
because) it does not try to teach anything, I can only wonder which of two
things is true about it: either what it teaches is so obvious, so inconsiderable
as to appear to the critic to be “natural,” or its teaching has been embedded
and articulated so thoroughly in the action itself as not to appear as an
objective but only a subjective fact.

All My Sons was not my first play but the eighth or ninth I had written
up to the mid-forties. But for the one immediately preceding it, none of
the others were produced in the professional theater, and since the reader
can have little knowledge of this one—which lasted less than a week on
Broadway—and no knowledge at all of the others, a word is in order about
these desk-drawer plays, particularly the failure called The Man Who Had
All the Luck.

This play was an investigation to discover what exact part a man played
in his own fate. It deals with a young man in a small town who, by the
time he is in his mid-twenties, owns several growing businesses, has married
the girl he loves, is the father of a child he has always wanted, and is daily
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becoming convinced that as his desires are gratified he is causing to accu-
mulate around his own head an invisible but nearly palpable fund, so to
speak, of retribution. The law of life, as he observes life around him, is
that people are always frustrated in some important regard; and he conceives
that he must be too, and the play is built around his conviction of impending
disaster. The disaster never comes, even when, in effect, he tries to bring
it on in order to survive it and find peace. Instead, he comes to believe in
his own superiority, and in his remarkable ability to succeed.

Now, more than a decade later, it is possible for me to see that far
from being a waste and a failure this play was a preparation, and possibly
a necessary one, for those that followed, especially All My Sons and Death
of a Salesman, and this for many reasons. In the more than half-dozen plays
before it I had picked themes at random—which is to say that I had had
no awareness of any inner continuity running from one of these plays to
the next, and I did not perceive myself-in what I had written. I had begun
with a play about a family, then a play about two brothers caught on either
side of radicalism in a university, then a play about a psychologist’s dilemma
in a prison where the sane were inexorably moving over to join the mad,
a play about a bizarre ship’s officer whose desire for death led him to piracy
on the seas, a tragedy on the Cortes-Montezuma conflict, and others. Once
again, as [ worked on The Man Who Had All the Luck 1 was writing, I
would have said, about what lay outside me. I had heard the story of a
young man in a midwestern town who had earned the respect and love of
his town and great personal prosperity as well, and who, suddenly and for
no known reason, took to suspecting everyone of wanting to rob him, and
within a year of his obsession’s onset had taken his own life.

In the past I had rarely spent more than three months on a play. Now
the months went by with the end never in sight. After nearly ten years of
writing I had struck upon what seemed a bottomless pit of mutually can-
celing meanings and implications. In the past I had had less difficulty with
forming a “‘story” and more with the exploration of its meanings. Now,
in contrast, I was working with an overwhelming sense of meaning, but
however I tried I could not make the drama continuous and of a piece; it
persisted, with the beginning of each scene, in starting afresh as though
each scene were the beginning of a new play. Then one day, while I was
lying on a beach, a simple shift of relationships came to mind, a shift which
did not and could not solve the problem of writing The Man Who Had All
the Luck, but, I think now, made at least two of the plays that followed
possible, and a great deal else besides.

What I saw, without laboring the details, was that two of the characters,
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who had been friends in the previous drafts, were logically brothers and
had the same father. Had I known then what | know now I could have
saved myself a lot of trouble. The play was impossible to fix because the
overt story was only tangential to the secret drama its author was quite
unconsciously trying to write. But in writing of the father-son relationship
and of the son’s search for his relatedness there was a fullness of feeling [
had never known before; a crescendo was struck with a force I could almost
touch. The crux of All My Sons, which would not be written until nearly
three years later, was formed; and the roots of Death of a Salesman were
sprouted.

The form of All My Sons is a reflection and an expression of several
forces, of only some of which I was conscious. I desired above all to write
rationally, to write so that I could tell the story of the play to even an
unlettered person and spark a look of recognition on his face. The accusation
I harbored against the earlier play was that it could not make sense to
commonsense people. I have always been in love with wonder, the wonder
of how things and people got to be what they are, and in The Man Who
Had All the Luck 1 had tried to grasp wonder, I had tried to make it on the
stage, by writing wonder. But wonder had betrayed me and the only other
course [ had was the one I took—to seek cause and effect, hard actions,
facts, the geometry of relationships, and to hold back any tendency to
express an idea in itself unless it was literally forced out of a character’s
mouth; in other words, to let wonder rise up like a mist, a gas, a vapor
from the gradual and remorseless crush of factual and psychological conflict.
I went back to the great book of wonder, The Brothers Karamazov, and 1
found what suddenly I felt must be true of it: that if one reads its most
colorful, breathtaking, wonderful pages, one finds the thickest concentra-
tion of hard facts. Facts about the biographies of the characters, about the
kind of bark on the moonlit trees, the way a window is hinged, the exact
position of Dmitri as he peers through the window at his father, the precise
description of his father’s dress. Above all, the precise collision of inner
themes during, not before or after, the high dramatic scenes. And quite as
suddenly I noticed in Beethoven the holding back of climax until it was
ready, the grasp of the rising line and the unwillingness to divert to an easy
climax until the true one was ready. If there is one word to name the mood
[ felt it was Forego. Let nothing interfere with the shape, the direction, the
intention. I believed that I had felt too much in the previous play and
understood too little.

[ was turning thirty then, the author of perhaps a dozen plays, none
of which I could truly believe were finished. I had written many scenes,



