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Perrault, C. (1900). Contes. Paris: Librairie Larousse, pp. 35-45.   
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In his definition of myth, Baldick (1990) distinguishes between the rationalist and the 

romantic conceptions of this term. According to the former, myths belong to the class of 

"false, unreliable stories and beliefs", while the latter treats them as "a superior mode of 

cosmic understanding". (For some further discussion of myths and their repercussions 

see, inter alia, Kramer & Moore, 2001; Kramer-Moore & Moore, 2002, pp. 159-182). 

While the particular myth I describe below abounds with unreliability and falseness, we 

shall see that it also contains some of the so-called romantic vein. 

Let me start my discussion of the myth of 40 (described and illustrated below) with a 

quote from Hermann Weyl, one of the great mathematicians of the 20th century: "Indeed, 

all natural numbers are individuals. The mystery that clings to numbers, the magic of 

numbers, may spring from this very fact, that the intellect, in the form of the number 

series, creates an infinite manifold of well distinguishable individuals" (Weyl, 1976, p. 7). 

The number 40, and the diverse contexts in which it has appeared across cultures and 

throughout generations, well attest to this individuality. 40 had a special significance in 

ancient Babylon, Egypt, and Mexico, in Judaism, Christianity and the Islam, and 

continues to crop up in contemporary society and literature. (I will not bring here its 
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hundreds of occurrences in both religious and lay writings; for some sources see Butler, 

1970; Friesenhahn, 1935; Hopper, 1938; Luettich, 1891; Roscher, 1909a; Waters, 1975, 

p. 92). To illustrate the widespread range of 40’s appearances, I list here only a few 

esoteric examples. 

– According to an ancient belief, bastard children’s embryonic state lasts forty days. 

Since the Flood occurred because of the immoral lives lead by that generation, "The 

punishment [40 days of rain] corresponded to the crime." (Ginzberg, 1913, vol. I, p. 

163). 

–  About the magic practice of casting stones at the shadows of passers-by, in order to 

ensure a new building's security: "The Roumanians [sic] of Transylvania think that he 

whose shadow is thus immured will die within forty days..." (Frazer, 1961, p. 92). 

– Quarantine – a period of 40 days during which a widow, entitled to dower, had the 

right to remain in the chief mansion-house of her deceased husband; while King's 

quarantain means the privilege of sanctuary for 40 days, in which friends or relations 

of a principal in a private war may grant or find security. (E.g. in Ranken, 1818, vol. 

IV, III i 233).  

–  In the Caribbean, husbands fast for 40 days after the birth of a child. (Luettich, 1891, 

p. 44). 

– Not only did France have a Council of Forty in Moliere's days (referred to in Volpone 

iv:1), as well as a 40-member French Academy ("The Immortals"), but rumor also 

has a committee of 40 at the head of the US Intelligence community. The Oxford 

English Dictionary also mentions 40 as the number of justices in ancient Attica and in 

the Venetian republic, as well as the number of members in the Royal Academy of 

Arts in London. 

The origin of 40's significance remains elusive. Cantor (1907, p. 34), for example, found 

no acceptable explanation for the special role it holds among numbers. Clearly, he 

                                                                                                                                                 

1 ��  This article illustrates E' (E-prime): A version of English without any form of the verb "to be". See, inter alia, 
Bourland & Johnston (1991). 
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discounted the famous Hesiodian reference to the Pleiades (see West, 1978), a cluster of 

stars in the constellation of Taurus. Butler (1970, p. 28) explained this reference as 

follows: "The number forty has a pleasantly complicated history. Its significance 

apparently derives from the forty-day disappearance of the Babylonian Pleiades (Hesiod), 

which coincided with the rainy season, an unpleasant period."  

In the following I shall illustrate 40's extraordinary potency by reviewing numerous 

events, to which people have mistakenly attributed it. I regard such misattributions 

especially significant for illustrating the power of myths: Even when groundless, they can 

exert their influence on thought processes, as well as actions of individuals. As for 

regarding the corpus of legends accompanying 40 as a myth, I have no doubt about the 

applicability of this category. Following Levi-Strauss we can say that this myth makes it 

“possible to discover operational modes of the human mind (1981, p. 627), that it has an 

“important role in both the constitution and understanding of cultures” (see Strenski, 

1987, p. 134). Since my interest lies more in the blatantly mistaken attributions of a myth 

than in its countless other appearances, I also wish to draw attention to the “force and 

autonomy” of myths, postulated by Hubert (1903, p. 270; see also Strenski, 1987, p. 148). 

This autonomy expresses itself not only in the independence of myths from past rituals, 

but also in their capability of creating new ones. 

I shall start with the apparent source of the 40 myth itself, namely the annual 

disappearance of the Pleiades cluster. The Babylonians of c. 1500 B. C. E. must have 

taken the 40-connection quite seriously, for according to Hopper (1938, p. 15), the 

cluster’s return signaled the beginning of the New Year Festival, in which a part of the 

ceremony consisted of burning a bundle of 40 reeds, symbolic of the destruction of 40 

devils, who held the Pleiades in bondage for 40 days. (See also Hesiod’s Works & Days I, 

17 in Sinclair, 1932/1966; cf. Langdon, 1923, pp. 26-27, as well as Pliny the Elder in 

Rackham, 1950, xviii, 59). However, commenting on Hesiod, West (1978, p. 256) claims 

that by different reckonings, the Pleiades' period of invisibility in the spring lasts for 41, 

45 or 52 days. It appears, therefore, that the Urmythos itself rests on shaky grounds, and 

that we should seek much less exciting explanations, such as Hopper (1938, p. 45), who 
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calls 40 "a glorified tetraktys": 1x4 + 2x4 + 3x4 + 4x4. (Cf. the Oxford English 

Dictionary, which has 40 as “used indefinitely to express a large number”.) Bar- Ilan 

(2004, p. 38), quoting Roscher (1909b), suggests that 40 derives from 4 x 10 (cosmos, 

based on the four directions x human perfection, derived from the number of fingers), and 

indicates the metamorphoses occurring in nature. Budge (1930/1978) goes even further, 

surmising that the origin of the famous number resides in 6 x 7=42, and that 40 represents 

a corruption. (6 represents the created world of labor and building, based on the 6 facets 

of hewn blocks of stone, while 7, i.e. 6+1, stands for its opposite: the sanctity of 

refraining from work; see Bar-Ilan, 2004, pp. 26-27).  

Wherever it may have come from, 40 has become known to the Judeo-Christian world 

through its frequent appearance first in the Jewish Bible, then in the New Testament. The 

Moses legend serves as the basis for an entire set of false attributions. According to 

legend Moses fled from Egypt to Midian at the age of 40 (no basis for this in Exodus, yet 

the author of Acts 7:23 finds this a convenient age), brought his people out of Egypt at 80 

(Exodus 7:7), and, having wandered in the desert for another 40 years, died at 120 

(Deuteronomy 34:7)2. Dividing an illustrious person’s life into three periods of 40 years 

must have appeared highly desirable to the ancients, for Midrash Rabba (a collection of 

Jewish commentaries on the Hebrew Scriptures, dating from the 5th and 6th centuries; 

see Berg, 1977) draws attention to two more, analogous cases: 

–  Johanan ben Zakkai (a Jewish sage who survived the destruction of the 2nd Temple), 

says the Midrash, spent 40 years in business, 40 years in studying religion, and 40 

years in teaching others (Farbridge, 1923/1970, based on Babylonian Talmud, 

Tractate Sanhedrin 41A). However, “little strictly biographical information about 

Johanan ben Zakkai has been preserved” (The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, 15th 

ed., 1995), except that he lived in the first century, C. E. 

                                                      

2. Since biblical "years" probably indicate one of two seasons (summer or winter), i.e. one half of a modern year, every 
subsequent reference to 40 years may contain a misattribution. 
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–  According to the Midrash, Rabbi Akiba, one of the foremost Jewish sages, could 

neither read nor write until the age of 40. Talmudic legends about him go on to say 

that he studied religion for 40 years, acted as a public servant for the next 40 years, 

and died at the age of 120. Farbridge (1923/1970) quotes these legends in his 

illustration of the uses of 40 in Jewish tradition. Durant (1944, pp. 547-549) reiterates 

the story of Akiba's going to school at 40, but dates his imprisonment at age 95 for 3 

years, after which (i.e. at 98) the Romans executed him. Other sources disagree. 

According to the Lexicon des Judentums (Oppenheimer, 1967) Akiba lived 

approximately between the years 50 and 135 C. E. (i.e. for about 85 years). The New 

Encyclopaedia Britannica (15th ed., 1995) has his year of birth as about 40, and his 

year of death as about 135 (i.e. at the approximate age of 95); it also adds that he 

began to study after the age of 40, and that his study period might have lasted no 

more than 12 years. 

–  Another Jewish sage, Hillel, also had his life parceled out along the same lines as the 

above. Farbridge (1923/1970) tells us that Hillel went from Babylonia to Palestine at 

the age of 40, spent 40 years in study, and passed the last 40 years of his life as the 

spiritual head of Israel. The New Encyclopaedia Britannica (15th ed., 1995) has the 

following to say about him: "The nature of the material on Hillel is such as to make 

impossible a solid reconstruction of his life along the lines of scholarship." 

–  It seems that multiples of 40 haunted the lives of other ancients, as well. According to 

Plutarch, King Numa became king at the age of 40 and died at 80. However, The 

New Encyclopaedia Britannica (15th ed., 1995) writes that he “is said to have reigned 

from 715 – 673”, i.e. for 42 years. 

–  Friesenhahn (1935, p. 161) informs us that Pythagoras came to Italy at the age of 40, 

and died at the age of 80. While no one knows the exact dates of his birth and death, 

we can compare Friesenhahn's round numbers to other sources: The Encyclopaedia 

Americana lists Pythagoras as born 585/565 B. C. E., died 495/475 (i.e. lived 70, 90 

or 110 years); in the Brockhouse Encyclopaedia he lived from 570 to 497/496 (i.e. 73 

or 74 years), came to Italy 532/531 (i.e. at the age of 38 or 39); The New 
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Encyclopaedia Britannica lists his birth date as c. 580, puts his death at c. 500, and his 

arrival in Italy, about the year 532, or at the age of c. 48. 

–  “Up to his 40th year Mohammad followed the religion of his countrymen” wrote 

Rodwell in his 1909 translation of the Koran (p. 26), thus placing him in the same 

category as the other significant prophets whose life involves the myth of 40: Moses 

and Jesus. Nasr (1982) repeats this legend, as a fact, even though he professes 

ignorance of the Prophet’s year of birth. A closer examination of the sources shows 

this year as lying somewhere between 567 and 573 (“arrived at by means of some 

highly dubious calculations”; Rodinson, 1971, p. 38). The “Night of Destiny” on 

which, according to legend, the Archangel Gabriel appeared to Mohammad took 

place “about 610, or a few years after”, writes Rodinson, in other words 37 to 43 

years after his birth. Muir (1923) has his date of birth as 570 (on p. 5) or 569 (on p. 

55). Margoliouth (1905) puts his birth at 569, and reiterates the 40 legend (pp. 53 and 

84). 

–  Rodwell quotes a Sunnite tradition (in the Koran translation, 1909, p. 314, and based 

on Koran 46:14), according to which Mohammad's bosom friend, Kalif Abu Bekr, 

also converted to Islam at the age of 40, at the same time as Mohammad. Yet other 

sources (e.g. Margoliouth, 1905, p. 83; Muir, 1923, p. xlix) disagree; the latter says 

that Abu Bekr “was within two years of Mohammad’s age”. 

  The other main use of 40 also relies on Moses, but rather than celebrating his long 

life, it derives from his 40 years of wandering in the wilderness (though we may also 

regard the 40 days of rain during the Deluge as a primary reference. The latter seems 

more in keeping with the Pleiades’ disappearance and the rainy season associated 

with this annual event). 

–  According to Smith (1953, p. 118), the Babylonian exile of the Jews lasted 40 years, 

but he has clearly miscalculated. Nebuchadnezzar exiled the Jews after the 

destruction of the First Temple in 587 B. C. E., a further expulsion of Jews took place 

in 582; some of them returned to their land in 538, following the Cyrus Declaration. 

Thus the exile lasted 49 years for the first group, and 44 years for the second. The 
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New Encyclopaedia Britannica (15th ed., 1995) dates the Babylonian exile from 

either 598/7 or 587/6 to 538 B. C. E, i.e. it lasted 59/60 or 48/49 years. 

–  The Babylonian Talmud informs us that "the Sanhedrin went into exile 40 years 

before the destruction of the [second] Temple" (Tractate Sabbath 15A). Yet the 

Sanhedrin survived this event around 70 C. E. and apparently functioned, though not 

in Jerusalem, until 425 (The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, 15th ed., 1995). 

– Rostvig (1970, p. 69) mentions several medieval opinions about the length of time 

between Adam's creation and his fall. Some have argued, working backwards, that 

there were 40 days, but since others have opted for either 8 or 34, we may suspect the 

accuracy of this calculation. 

–  Farbridge (1923/1970, p. 155) quotes an old legend: "Mohammed told Fatimah that a 

prophet's influence lasts half as long as that of his predecessor. Whilst Jesus 

prophesied for 40 years, he would only prophesy for 20." But of course, Jesus did not 

prophesy for 40 years, having reportedly lived only 34.  

 The privilege of misusing 40 does not belong exclusively to the ancients. Several 

modern examples will illustrate this, some of them derived from fiction, others from 

reality. 

–  Kinkead-Weekes (1962, p. ix) writes about Richardson’s heroine Pamela, that her 

period of persecutions, oppressions and distress "lasts, pointedly, for 40 days and 40 

nights." (See this mentioned also in Brooks, 1970, p. 249). However, an inspection of 

the text (Richardson, 1813/1962) does not support this. The period referred to 

actually lasted 46 days; the impersonator attacked Pamela on the 38th day.  

–  Anatole France in The crime of Sylvestre Bonnard (1890) refers twice to the same 

event as having occurred 40 years earlier; however, at least ten years separate from 

one another the two occasions on which the hero makes these references. 

–  Moravia (1961, p. 147): "For how many days did it rain? I should say it must have 

rained for at least forty days and nights, as it did in the time of the Flood." Yet it 

becomes clear from the story that it could not have rained for 40 days. 
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–  Still remaining in the realm of fiction: In an apparent imitation of the ancients (and 

perhaps specifically of Isaac, who married Rebecca at 40; Genesis 25:20), Canetti’s 

(1947) hero Kien marries at 40, and his life changes entirely.  

–  Bob Simon, the CBS correspondent whom the Iraqis had kidnapped in Saudi Arabia 

(or in Kuwait), said upon his release that his captivity lasted for 40 days (TV report 

on March 2, 1991). Others who had shared his fate referred to their absence as 5 

weeks. On January 25, 1991 the New York Times reported his missing since January 

21; the epithet "after holding them captive for 40 days" accompanied the news of 

their release on March 3. But 1/21 through 3/2 is 41 days. The Washington Post 

reported missing on January 26; "missing for more than a week", on February 2 (i. e. 

at least since 1/26); "released after nearly six weeks", on 3/3. On 3/5 this source also 

succumbed to the inevitable and reported "in captivity for 40 days." 

 As I have suggested above, an ancient myth can do more than affect thought 

processes; it can also interfere with action. Three examples will illustrate this, a 

historical and two contemporary ones.  

–  According to a tradition of the Kabalistic school, revelation of a sort would return in 

1216 (Kaplan, 1979, p. ix). Like the Entry into the Holy Land, this would require 

forty years of preparation, and part of this preparation required the dissemination of 

the Kabala. In this spirit its anonymous authors first published the Bahir, a Kabalistic 

manual, around 1176. 

–  Israeli peace activist Abey Natan stopped his hunger strike after 40 days and nights, 

according to Israeli TV news program Erev Hadash, on 6/6/91. While other sources 

throw some doubt about the exact duration of this event (e.g. the Israeli daily paper 

Haaretz, according to which the fast lasted for about 40 days), it well illustrates my 

point: The myth of 40 attracted either Mr. Natan or the reporter and influenced their 

behavior. 
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–  An American Muslim, whose restaurant meal contained unwanted pieces of ham and 

bacon, “had to purge himself by vomiting the meal and was unable to read the Koran 

or pray for 40 days”. (CNN, 1/21/99). 

In conclusion, I believe that the above examples go beyond illustrating the incontestable 

individuality of 40. By examining various instances -- both historical and contemporary -- 

of the misattributions of this myth, we gain some insight into the ways myths function, 

flourish and affect our life. We may even sympathize with Durkheim’s comment, 

according to which “myths are contradictory and confused; ... they veil reality rather than 

reveal it” (1912/1968, pp. 25 and 49). 
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Fatal remedies belong to and constitute, as we shall see below, a special instance of a 

large class of inversion phenomena. The latter appear in a bewildering variety of arenas, 

ranging from psychiatry and psychology (e.g. Sandler & Freud, 1985) to mythology 

(DiStasi, 1981, pp.19-20), from World Upside Down literature (Cocchiara, 1981) to 

anthropology and the dialectics of play (Schwartzman, 1978; Sutton-Smith, 1976). The 

motivation behind any act of inversion tends to remain unclear, practically always having 

some unconscious components. Laughlin (1970), for example, mentioned inversion as 

one of the defense mechanisms, through which "an unacceptable and disowned 

(unconscious) impulse or emotion becomes directly reversed in one's conscious 

awareness and in its outward expression" (p. 194; cf. "reaction formation" among the 

classical Freudian defense mechanisms). On many other occasions, however, acts of 

inversion rest on apparently conscious desires. Thus, Kunzle (1978) described 

broadsheets of the 16th and 17th centuries, which invert social roles and practices: Males 

perform female duties and vice versa, children behave like parents and teachers, and 

patients like physicians. Similarly, man and animal, rich and poor, soldier and peasant 

exchange their expected behaviors. Kunzle pointed out the satirical judgment implicit in 

each case. (For the inversion inherent in satire, see Feinberg, 1967).  

The Vicissitudes of Fatal Remedies 

Michael Moore 
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In the following I shall present the concept of fatal remedy, both as an example of 

inversion, and as an instance of mixed motivation. I cannot say with certainty, who 

invented the expression; perhaps we can credit Hume (1789), who in his essay Of suicide 

referred to self-destruction as "a fatal remedy"1 (see also Timmons, 1999, in the same 

context). Such a concrete, and somewhat sarcastic application of these words has 

continued to appear over the years: Under the title "A Doctor's Fatal Remedy" Time 

Magazine (Sep. 9, 1985) reported how a Rochester GP carried out a mercy killing by 

injecting three doses of insulin into the chest of a terminally ill patient; Duboff (1999) 

wrote an article with the self-explanatory title: Death penalty: fatal remedy. In all of these 

cases (suicide, mercy killing, execution) the killer's intentions seem to coincide with the 

result: The remedy resides in its own fatalness.  

Along with the continued use of its concrete meaning, some different uses of a fatal 

remedy have emerged with time. For example, Adams (1905) provided a list of 23 

persons (and a dog) who died as a result of taking the patent medicine acetanilid, aptly 

calling it a fatal remedy. Though this example remains in the concrete realm, we may 

assume that neither the sellers of this headache powder nor its consumers intended to 

murder/commit suicide. Here fatalness appears as a deleterious byproduct of the remedy. 

An additional extension of the denotation of the term has transferred fatal remedies to the 

abstract, or at least to the metaphorical sphere. Nowadays, we can easily find this 

expression applied to a wide variety of both physical and social phenomena (and also as 

the title of several works of fiction), such as altruism, numerous practices in educational 

as well as in public administration, electronic monitoring of criminals, town planning and 

more. (See, inter alia, Chalmers & Lodge, 2003; Hood, 1999; James, 2001; Lester, 1999; 

                                                      

1� The underlying concept, if not the words themselves, has a far longer history: When Francis Bacon used the 
expression "The remedy is worse than the disease" in his 1625 essay "Of Seditions and Troubles", (see also Bacon, 
1607-1612/1871, p. 318, as well as Dryden, 1697/1974, p. 249, l. 31, who translated a Latin sentence written by 
Juvenal at the beginning of the 2nd century CE), he already echoed 5th century BCE Heraclitus. The latter's Fragment 
# 58 ends with an addition or gloss: "The cure having the same effect as the disease" (Kirk, 1954). Incidentally, 
Heraclitus spoke of concrete, physical cures administered by physicians.  See also an anonymous poem of 1733, “The 
Fair Suicide” quoted by Timmons (1999), which has these lines: "Why then this fatal Gift did Heav’n bestow/ On 
wretched Mortals?" 
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Power, 1999; Sieber, 1981. Barbara Tuchman, 1984, used the word folly to refer to the 

same phenomenon, defining it as the "pursuit of policy contrary to self-interest"). In all of 

these examples fatal means something different from its previously mentioned 

applications: Rather than indicating lethalness, it tells us that the provider of the remedy 

has achieved the opposite of the desired result2, that instead of alleviating a problem, s/he 

has either aggravated it, or has created another problem of at least comparable 

proportions (as illustrated by several instances of species introduction, documented by 

Miller, 1986). We rarely suspect, that such alleged problem solvers consciously wish to 

achieve the opposite of their declared intentions.  

As a further extension of the concept, I suggest that we apply it to an additional class of 

behaviors. In my opinion, we may refer to the disservice provided by any of the following 

agents as fatal remedies3, 4:  

Newsweek 8-6-84: "Boston's firebugs: Were they firemen?" The article reports the arrest 

of 7 men, including 2 firefighters and 2 housing policemen, on the charge of having set 

163 fires, in part to halt fire and police department layoffs following a tax cut. Their 

actions caused $22 million of damage and 282 injuries.  

San Francisco Chronicle 5-25-89 reports of the investigation of Dr. P. Walters, clinical 

professor in psychiatry, "on complaints that he had sex for nine years with a psychiatric 

                                                      

2� See also these related concepts and expressions, each of which indicates some undesired reversal of effect: pyrrhic 
victory; woe to the victors (a relatively rare yet significant reversal of "vae victis", or woe to the conquered, in 1st 
century BCE Titus Livius); boomerang effect (ambiguous, yet its negative side has many examples in psychology, 
e.g. Winkel & Huismans, 1986); be careful of what you wish for; the operation was successful but the patient died; to 
shoot oneself in the foot; hoisted by one’s own petard; caught in one’s own trap. The Psalmist already made use of the 
last of these (Psalms 7: 16-17, 9: 16-17, 35: 8 and 57:7; see also Proverbs 26:27); it reappeared in an even stronger 
form in the Book of Hymns of the Dead Sea Scrolls (Gaster, 1956, p. 132): "...their own foot was caught in the net 
they had spread for me; in the traps they had hidden for my soul themselves they fell	�  

3� Compare with a related but non-analogous phenomenon which I call "the insincere practitioner". We find an excellent 
example in Chaucer's Pardoner. In the Canterbury Tales (cca 1387), the shameless seller of fake relics and pardons 
holds a sermon on the text "The love of money is the root of all evil": "…Thus can I preach against the same vice/ 
Which that I use, and that is avarice./… For though myself be a full vicious man,/ A moral tale yet I you telle can..."   

4� See also children sexually abused by clergy, as in "Irish church to pay abuse package" of $110 million, CNN 1-31-02; 
elderly abuse in CNN 7-30-01: "Nursing home abuse widespread"; "Patient Tells of Dentist Abuse" in Daily News 
(New York) 6-1-01, etc. 
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patient". Allegedly, Dr. Walters refused to refer his patient to another psychiatrist and left 

her unable to develop relationships with other men.  

The Cincinnati Enquirer 10-16-98: "Teacher accused of sex abuse. A Cincinnati 

elementary school teacher has been arrested in Pennsylvania and charged with sexually 

abusing two boys there". 

CNN 8-20-99: "Many parents not aware of potential day-care dangers. Reports of abuse 

often confidential". 

CNN 1-2-04: In Phoenix, Arizona "An abortion doctor was sentenced to nearly 35 years 

in prison for sexually abusing more than a dozen patients". 

An important aspect of all of these cases, lies in the role-inversion committed by the 

service provider. Arsonist firefighters, gynecologists and psychiatrists harming, instead of 

healing their patients; teachers, nurses and child-care providers abusing their wards, 

policemen engaged in crime4, 5. They all act out of role (see Moore, 1973; cf. Kunzle, 

1978, quoted above). I find some irony in the thought that these professions may very 

well attract the individuals most likely to engage in such role-inversion… 

The last and perhaps most disturbing manifestation of fatal remedies has gained wide 

attention through Susan Forward's (1990) book, Toxic Parents: "What better word than 

toxic to describe parents who inflict ongoing trauma, abuse, and denigration on their 

children…?" (p. 6). Physical and sexual abuse do not exhaust the phenomenon Forward 

describes, for it also contains repetitive belittling, guilt producing, and all sorts of 

continuous depressing and repressing. A toxic parent is no less of an oxymoron than a 

fatal remedy, so I add such individuals to the above list of role inverters. We expect 

                                                      

5� These examples barely scratch the surface of the phenomenon under consideration. See also the following. CNN 10-
31-97: "Life sentence for au pair" (the Louise Woodward case); New York Times (3-27-99):  "Man hailed as fire hero 
pleads guilty to arson"; San Francisco Chronicle (10-13-88) reported the arrest in Jefferson, NH, of a volunteer 
firefighter on suspicion of having set 16 fires;  BBC 18-2-02:  "A teacher who abused children over 13 years 
continued to work in schools for another 11 years after the offences were committed"; The Courier-Journal 
(Louisville, Kentucky) 3-28-03: "Ex-teacher at Catholic school faces new abuse charges in indictment"; Sacramento 
Bee (7-28-84) "Accused of fake abortions, doctor has license suspended" in Norfolk VA; as well as A killing cure 
(Walker & Young, 1986), which describes the case of Evelyn Walker, awarded $4.6 million in her malpractice suit 
against her psychiatrist, Dr. Zane Parzen. The treatment he offered her for headaches and depression resulted in drug 
addiction, sexual exploitation, 20 suicide attempts, psychosis. Dr. Parzen allegedly abused other women patients, as 
well� 
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parents to nourish and support their children, not to destroy their mental and/or physical 

health. Yet along with the previously mentioned cases, we also find in the daily news an 

endless list of parental child abuse6. 

Consequently, I conclude this journey along the path of fatal remedies, which started with 

suicide and ended with parental child abuse. As an afterthought, let me come full circle 

(from damage to self, inherent in suicide, through damage to others, involved in the above 

examples, back to harming oneself), and invoke all instances of self-defeating behavior7 

as exemplifying fatal remedies. Viewed from a psychological perspective, the entire 

realm of neurosis belongs here. In order to consider this phenomenon from an even 

broader perspective, I offer the thoughts of the 12th c. Jewish sage Maimonides (1963, iii: 

12, pp. 443-445), who in a discussion of the three kinds of evils that befall men -- natural 

ones, those inflicted upon them by others, and those inflicted by themselves -- deemed the 

last type as most frequent, supporting his view (as behooves the writer of a religious 

thesis) with several biblical sources8. For all we know, the inversion inherent in such 

behavior, and the underlying mixed motivation, reflect the essence of the human 

condition. Perhaps Sieber (1981, p. 3) meant this when he opened his book on fatal 

remedies with the statement: "One of the most remarkable and sorely lamented patterns 

of human affairs is also one of the most obscure in origin: the culmination of action in 

effects directly contrary to those that were intended".  

 

 

                                                      

6� Only the most extreme cases of abuse reach the news agencies; see, for example, CNN 1-9-98: "A California woman 
whose 13-year-old daughter Christina weighed 680 pounds when she died of congestive heart failure in 1996 was 
found guilty Friday of misdemeanor child abuse"; CNN 10-7-99: "A Florida jury Thursday found a woman guilty of 
intentionally making her daughter sick and forcing her to undergo more than 40 needless surgeries"; Associated Press 
8-9-02: "A Manhattan man convicted of starving his 4-year-old daughter to death was given the maximum prison 
sentence"; CNN 12-22-03: In Illinois "A 6-year-old boy adopted from Russia only last month was beaten to death, 
and police charged his adoptive mother with murder". 

7� Self-defeating behaviors have attracted philosophical investigation, as well; see, inter alia, Parfit, 1979; Sachs, 2004. 

8� Malachi 1:9, Proverbs 6:32, 19:3. For a modern version of this concept see the famous phrase of Walt Kelly's cartoon 
character Pogo: "We have met the enemy and he is us". 
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Arthur Miller is the son of immigrants and grew up with Yiddish or Yiddish-accented 

English. It shows in his plays. The “singsong voice of the mother” in Death of a 

Salesman is reminiscent of the Jewish sing-song of Arthur Miller’s childhood, says 

Dennis Welland (30). Welland touches the heart of identity as it is internalized. 

Acknowledging Miller’s Jewish-American identity, here referred to as hybridity, brings 

into focus what Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt call an “unsettling of 

hierarchies [and a democratization of reading literature]”… since it does not “limit the 

cultural significance… of groups hitherto marginalized, half hidden, or even entirely 

excluded” from inclusion in the canon of literature (Gallagher & Greenblatt 11). My 

critics might retort that this is not so, as Miller is often hailed as perhaps the most 

influential American playwright of the twentieth century, but this statement only proves 

my point. Miller’s hybridity remains marginalized in spite of his theatre’s success. After 

all, his Americanism is a given. I therefore suggest the same acceptance for his Jewish 

identity. This acceptance may reveal that Miller’s message is a plea to the reader to 

accept the otherness in all of us. 

In Johann G. von Herder’s words, acknowledging the history of the writer will “deepen 

our sense of both the invisible cohesion and the half-realized conflicts in specific societies 

A Piece of Humanity: 
Shoah Symbolism and Memory in Arthur Miller’s 
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by broadening our view of their significant artifacts”, which in Miller’s plays may mean 

looking at props and setting in order to unearth the history embedded in the text (Herder 

50). Such history must include Jewish identity. Ravvin’s metaphor of a “portal” into 

Jewish identity from within the “vault” of reading literature to suggest standpoint (Ravvin 

ix) is particularly apt, for it allows Miller’s Jewish identity to be a more significant part of 

“the creative power that shapes literary works”, and so shed some new light on his works 

which may add to the literary discourse (Gallagher & Greenblatt 12).  

First of all, Miller’s symbolic approach to all his works lends itself to exploring also those 

of his plays which do not directly deal with the Shoah, and it is pertinent that Miller’s 

Jewish and Shoah material should not be seen as a ‘small genre’ and be reduced to a form 

of ethnic theatre. Nor should his so-called American, or universal play be seen as a ‘large 

genre’1. Even though Arthur Miller is hailed as an American playwright, his works are 

virtually framed by Jewish material: starting with his student-day plays from the late 

thirties, a journalistic essay from 1941 protesting America's closed-door policy aimed 

against Jews, his novel Focus from 1945, the plays After the Fall and Incident at Vichy 

from the sixties, the screenplay Playing for Time from the eighties, and ending with the 

drama Broken Glass in 1993. All the above overtly deal with the consequences of being 

Jewish in a Gentile world. These works were the beacons that called me to take a second 

look at Miller’s treatment of what I choose to call his ‘generic’ plays, meaning those 

which have plots that do not obviously focus on Jewish problems.  

On May 10th, 1996, in an interview with Michael Elkin, Miller said that “[b]eing Jewish 

is not the name of a clan, [but] a piece of humanity.” Elkin notes that “much of Miller's 

work is imbued with a sense of Jewishness, a taste of Talmudic wisdom -- even if the 

                                                      

1.  Miller has written about his fear that Jewish plays would be seen as small art. This influenced his decision to write 
generic characters. His return to Jewish material after the Eichmann trial shows how involved he had remained with 
the events affecting the Jewish People. To me it seemed as though he had been waiting for the right moment to write 
these plays. Mordehai Richler has also written about the lack of interest in Jewish material, Philip Roth writes protests 
against the Americanization of Shoah literature, and Bernard Malamud and Norman Mailer have both addressed the 
American mindset of the forties and fifties (“Concerning Jews who write” in Jewish Life 2.5 (1947): 7-10. quoted in 
Crandell, George W. “Addressing the Past” in Studies in American Jewish Literature. 1997: Vol. 16, 86-92) (Richler, 
Mordehai Shoveling Trouble 111).. 
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characters depicted are not identified religiously” (Elkin, 1996). The interviewer 

specifically asks the playwright about Willy Loman but Miller keeps the reader guessing. 

“Is Willy Loman Jewish?” asks Elkin, and Miller repeats his words, “Is Willy Loman 

Jewish.” He mulls over the question and does not reply. Dennis Welland (30) might have 

given a linguistic interpretation based on Yiddish intonation, where a question repeated 

with a fall in intonation becomes rhetorical, and an expression of surprise at its being 

asked. I have no access to the voice transcript of the interview and can only surmise 

certain intonation and stress patterns, but the possibility exists that Miller did repeat the 

interviewer’s question in the manner described above and actually answered with a 

phrase which in discourse analysis could be interpreted as a ‘yes’. It has always been 

Miller’s contention that his characters speak through him and whatever they say comes 

from his experience. Therefore it is not in the playwright’s interest to put a narrow 

definition on any of his creations. His claim that “when Death of a Salesman was staged 

in China, the audiences there thought [Loman] was Chinese”, is proof of his interest in 

maintaining a certain ambiguity, or perhaps Miller stands by his decision not to define his 

characters as Jews (Elkin, 1996).  

Miller is not interested in forcing ethnicity down anyone’s throat, yet shades of Jewish 

identity, history, and tragedy do not have to be neatly boxed and contained in certain 

chosen plays, but may come to the fore in subtle ways in all his plays. Gallagher and 

Greenblatt’s “the real” in Miller’s works, then, must also include Jewish ethnicity. 

Miller’s upbringing in a secular, assimilated Jewish household exposes him to 

mainstream culture in school and on the street. From early on he rejects the corset of 

organized religion. He writes that he rather fancied himself as belonging to a larger, more 

cosmopolitan group. Miller might have produced very different works had not anti-

Semitism shown him that his notion of being part of a melting pot society was romantic 

and naive.  

At several junctions in his life Miller is unpleasantly reminded of his Jewishness by 

outside forces, and he takes notice in an offhand, academic way. When he marries a 

Catholic woman, and he and his bride Mary celebrate their wedding at her grandmother’s 
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farm, somewhere in rural Ohio, he suddenly has a glimpse of the abyss between his 

Jewish self and a large part of America. The farm is completely different from the 

immigrant-Jewish ambience of New York. Surrounded by cigar-smoking, beer-drinking, 

backslapping, lapsed Catholics, Miller suddenly feels safe, and indeed beyond what he 

called his tribal, meaning Jewish, identity. He describes how “an immense feeling of 

safety crept over [him] as [they] sat there in the middle of America” (Timebends 78). 

Miller remains, however, keenly aware that he is experiencing that safety which is 

uniquely the premise of the American Gentile world pre-WWII. The background of the 

droning radio voice of Father Charles E. Coughlin preaching his rabid anti-Semitism and 

isolationism is initially largely ignored by the wedding guests, but to the Jewish groom 

this broadcast brings home the understanding that he is not free to cross boundaries of 

ethnic and cultural definition at will (80). Later he muses how his father-in-law is 

becoming “educated” by the priest’s broadcasts and how his own Jewishness is becoming 

a problem “away from New York” (81). Miller reflects that he “shared with [Mary’s 

family] an opposition to entering the war2, while disagreeing with everything else they 

had come to believe in. His inability to make himself understood caused a gnawing 

unhappiness in [him] and a rather new experience with ambiguity”. The family had 

already begun to define him in black-and-white: a Jew, meaning that he could not 

possibly share any of their values (81). 

Although Arthur Miller begins writing in the thirties while still in college, his first work- 

a novel- sees light only in 1945. In Focus Miller looks at the meaning of being Jewish 

based on his own experience with the harsh realities of anti-Semitism, and the book’s 

slogan is otherness as a premise for building a healthier society. Miller may not be able to 

create audience-identification with his characters if they are Jews, but he may succeed if 

the character is “a piece of humanity” (Elkin, 1996). By imbuing his creations with 

Jewish suffering, Miller enables his reader/audience to undergo a vicarious experience of 

                                                      

2�.  He did not object to American neutrality at first, but from the beginning, vigorously protested its closed-door policy 
which trapped the Jews of Europe. 
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this suffering. Unfortunately, critical writings about Miller’s works place little importance 

on the tremendous impact of being Jewish during a time of rising anti-Semitism and the 

events of WWII at the beginning of his creative career. Miller’s Jewishness, his attitude 

toward the Shoah, the history of the Jewish people and the influence of events in Europe 

on Miller himself are discussed in depth when his plays deal with Jewish topics. Critique 

about his ‘generic plays’ has musings about ethnicity at best. Critics look at Miller’s 

focus on man and society and his preoccupation with moral issues such as man’s 

obligation to his fellow man or man as the victim of society’s prejudices, but little or no 

connection is made to the fact that such has been the struggle of the Jewish People in its 

various Exiles. Of course, the playwright readily admits that his Jewishness “means 

nothing to him in terms of formal observance,” but at the same time he acknowledges the 

strong bond forged by a shared fate for him and his kin worldwide (Timebends 137).  

Christopher Bigsby is one Miller critic who writes about Miller’s Jewish identity as a 

“significant fact” (The Cambridge Companion to Arthur Miller ix). The dates on 

Miller’s plays show that he returns to the topic of Shoah again and again, and it is but a 

small leap to suggest that Miller’s “strong connection to the Jewish People” does not turn 

itself off in his generic plays. Two of those especially deserve to be seen through the 

portal into Jewish symbolism because of their dates and plot. First of all, there is All My 

Sons which deals with a war criminal, and then there is Miller’s so-called “quintessential 

American play,” Death of a Salesman, where the protagonist dies because of what rather 

than who he is. Both plays employ props and setting, the timeframe, names, text and 

events which can “convey a shock of recognition, [and] an awareness of how deeply [the 

writers]” and their work “have been marked by” Shoah (A House of Words i). This 

notion of symbolic representation is also discussed by Arthur Cohen, American Rabbi 

and Holocaust scholar. He writes that once a Jewish writer identifies as a Jew he is bound 

to identify with the victims of Shoah, and as he writes chronologically post-Shoah, he 

cannot get away from the aftermath of the “unthinkable” and traces of Shoah will emerge 

from such works (The Tremendum 1). Cohen sees such writing as subconscious at 
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times, but from my perspective the reader must be willing to accept the existence of these 

Shoah traces in order to allow them to emerge.  

In a 1990 interview Miller said, ‘“I think art imputes value to human beings and if I did 

that, it would be the most pleasant thought I could depart with.’” Harold Bloom adds that 

Miller’s plays present “characters with dignity” and Miller “has defended the protection 

of human dignity in numerous venues aside from theatre (Bloom’s Major Dramatists 

11). Bloom also believes that “the meaning and value of every character in a successful 

work of literary representation depend upon our ideas of persons in the factual reality of 

our lives” (Bloom, “The Analysis of Character” ix). We might say, then, that in the 

literary character we see a reflection of our own reality and each of us “depends on our 

ideas of persons in [real life]”. It seems that neither reader nor writer come to the material 

completely tabula rasa, and in spite of Barthes’ claim that the author is dead, this is not 

the case when reading from a point of view of hybridity, as the text sets off echoes in the 

mind of the reader which will send him on “quests for evidences that are strong 

representations, whether of … desire or … despair” (xiv).  

Within the context of the above ideas, Norman Ravvin’s belief that critical analysis needs 

to avail itself of “historical and critical terms that address the way in which” the author 

grapples with the subject of “identity and memory, with continuity and loss” becomes a 

logical and even necessary attitude towards reading works written by Jewish authors post-

Shoah (A House of Words 156). Ravvin implies that in order to examine how the author 

carries out his task, it is pertinent to know of his background and culture. His goal is to 

acknowledge and celebrate hybridity, but he also wishes to foreground the long repressed 

Jewish part of our Jewish writers. There is room, and indeed need, for Jewish writers to 

be read both within the framework of “mainstream” literature as well as giving them a 

place as Jews writing from inside their Jewish experience, and mining the history of their 

own people, and too often, says Ravvin, have Jewish writers been defined as “Canadian” 

or “American” while their “work [is] rarely discussed in terms of its particularity” as 

Jewish writings. As such, he argues, the link between history and literature is ignored and 

the background guiding the novelist is disregarded” (A House of Words 157). In so 
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doing, the “problematics and particularities of Jewish… identity” are underplayed, 

ignored or remain undiscovered” (157). 

 Miller writes that “the past is a dimmer present for everything that is alive in us” 

(Timebends 131), and the playwright, like many others, is made more painfully aware of 

his Jewish identity as a result of anti-Semitism and events in Europe, and so this past 

becomes a factor in his present. He is not alone: to name but one, Ruth Gruber, author of 

Haven, calls herself a “Hitler Jew with three thousand years of history.” She writes, 

“[b]efore Hitler, I was an innocent, convinced that some day there would be no more 

nationalism, no more racism, no more anti-Semitism. Hitler… taught me I was wrong 

(Haven 133).  

Miller’s truth is best unveiled by reading the playwright through the prism of his Jewish 

experience. As Christopher Bigsby’s notes- Miller’s early – Jewish–  plays form the basis 

for all his works (“The Early Plays” 21, 25, 35). Bigsby points out that Miller’s material 

consistently becomes less and less Jewish, yet while names of the characters lose their 

obvious Jewish resonance, for instance, and there is less and less mention of Jewish ritual 

and dress, echoes of Jewish experience remain (Welland 30). Because of the spirit of the 

times, Miller knew that the Jewish overtone of his work was not going to help him to the 

top. And so, as Bigsby rightly notes, his characters are neutralized in terms of identity, 

but whereas the critic merely notices the point without asking why, I suggest, based on 

Miller’s own words (“Concerning Jews who write” 7-10)3, that his characters convert, 

assimilate, or go underground as Jews as an expedient on the road to fame (Richler, 

Mordehai Shoveling Trouble 111). In other words, not overtly writing about Jews in no 

way indicates that Miller has put his Jewish roots aside.  

One need but place Miller within his Jewish background and look at history to see the All 

My Son’s connection to Jewish identity. The chronology is simple. Miller spends two 

years on writing the play which means that writing commences immediately after the end 

of WWII, in 1945 (Twentieth Century Views 2). Robert Martin links All My Sons to 

                                                      

3.  Miller’s article is reprinted in . George W.Crandell’s “Addressing the Past” See also Mordehai Richler in Shoveling 
Trouble 111). 
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the historical events of the American experience during wartime, and of course that is 

true, but no one seems surprised that at this time Miller writes not a single word about the 

murder of 6 million Jews. And yet- did not Miller himself see his plays as one man’s 

search for identity and belonging? When asked about All My Sons Miller says that both 

of his 1940s family tragedies are about identity (Collected Plays 5). In Stephen Centola’s 

words, they explore “the ways in which choices and behavior in the past impinge upon, 

shape and even give rise to unforeseen and inescapable consequences in the future” (The 

Cambridge Companion 49). The past, writes Centola, “is always there and cannot be 

ignored, forgotten or denied” (49). Then why does this critic ignore such a large slice of 

it? The absence of any mention of the Jewish experience is never questioned. Yet, 

Centola’s belief that the past is with us at all times means that identity is not a sometime 

thing. I suggest that anchoring Miller’s words in the Jewish aspects of his identity will 

enhance their meaning and strengthen their impact. It may even explain some of the 

ambiguities in All My Sons. Centola is well aware of them, but he does not attempt to 

comment on them beyond pointing them out, yet the prism of hybridity could uncover 

subtexts addressing both American and European responsibility and behavior during 

wartime. Most of all, writes Centola, this play is about the “paradox of denial” (51). 

These themes of language and denial are also explored in later plays and suit themselves 

eminently to events of WWII, especially Bigsby’s theme of double-speak (Bigsby 1995 

quoted by Centola in “All My Sons” in The Cambridge Companion 51).. Indeed, Miller 

writes that after he returned “from Germany [he] began to feel committed to [All My 

Sons] the new play… because its theme seemed so eminently the theme of Germany”, 

and he too mentions language and denial as important themes in his new play 

(Timebends 526-27). This is an important statement. Despite the actual setting of the 

play thousands of miles removed from Germany, the events there affected the direction of 

the play, and place it in a different light. In terms of the double-speak mentioned here, we 

might remember how Nazi Germany had a language all of its own, especially when it 

came to the treatment of the Jews. ‘Special treatment’ did not mean extra rations but a 

quick bullet in the head, the ‘resettlement’ of the Jews was never intended to give the 
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Jews a new place to live, the ‘camps’ were not places of refuge, and the “Jewish 

Problem” offered only one ‘Final Solution’: death.  

In order to enter Miller’s house of words, I started with the setting and the timeframe, 

because Miller has so often stated that time is a tool in the hands of the playwright. To 

him it can express “history, …memory…a component of identity,… guilt,” as well as 

other themes (Bigsby, “Arthur Miller: Time Traveler” 1). Time became my tool as well, 

and I began a search for dates that could connect this play to symbolic, Jewish content. 

The chronology is enlightening: Miller’s play premiers on Broadway in 1947. In the play 

too the war is barely over, and yet the characters- Keller, Chris and Kate, allude to events 

as things that happened long ago, again indicating that time indeed is something flexible 

and in the eye of the beholder. For instance, Ann was an adult and engaged to Larry when 

the scandal about the cracked cylinder heads broke. The Kellers have not seen her for two 

or three years at the most, but when she enters, Keller admires her beauty as though she 

had been a scrawny kid when she left (Act I 23, 31). Ann notices that the poplars have 

grown a lot, but I wonder how much mature trees grow in three years (Act I 31). After all, 

the house- and probably the trees- are more than 25 years old according to the stage 

directions, and the three-year-old apple tree planted for Larry was still so slender that the 

storm could break it in two (Act I 11, stage directions).  

These examples suggest the flexibility of theatrical time. The playwright manipulates the 

audience into thinking that a long time has passed since Larry was declared an MIA 

(Missing in Action) and Keller was arrested, but in reality this is not so. This attitude 

toward time also creates the illusion that Kate has been bogged down in her mourning for 

too long, yet her grief is a mother’s natural longing for her missing son. Keller’s crime is 

not in the past either. The allusions to a great deal of time passing are essentially wishful 

thinking, for although the family pretend to function normally, and there is much pretense 

of mindless banter in the first act, all are busy denying, ignoring or rationalizing Keller’s 

actions and Larry’s disappearance, and time has grown meaningless.  

In the real world time is an essential commodity and there is much reconstruction that 

needs to be done. (Jewish) refugees are clamoring for haven, and the Jewish People 
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worldwide is trying to reestablish its balance, and take stock. Jewish organizations are 

active in European DP camps. The HIAS (Hebrew International Aid Society-funded with 

American-Jewish money-brings the survivors a small measure of comfort and finances 

massive searches for relatives from camp to camp, and from country to country. It pays 

for lobbying for visas and countries of emigration for the destitute, straggling Jews of 

Europe. Miller himself travels to Europe and meets Jews bound for Palestine. They are in 

Bari, Italy, waiting for illegal immigrant ships to take them to Palestine. Miller visits 

“hundreds [of them,] camped in… twenty large houses facing the Adriatic” in greatly 

overcrowded conditions. He wants these desperate men and women to know he is one of 

them, and he is pained when they turn away from his American presence. Miller writes 

that he wants these refugees to recognize him as a fellow Jew, and addresses the young 

men and women in “some pidgin Yiddish-German” but his attempt at kinship is lost on 

the survivors whose only wish is to “get aboard a ship to Palestine and leave the 

graveyards of Europe forever.” The images and emotions stay with Miller, and “in 

coming years” he will “wonder why it never occurred to [him] to throw in [his] lot with 

them,” since they were so much his kinsmen and their experience so much his own. 

Miller blames himself for not recognizing himself “in them” (Timebends 166-167). 

Miller’s pangs of conscience, coupled with his linking of Germany’s doublespeak and 

denial to the play, prove the impact of the Shoah on the playwright and his identification 

with its victims. These feelings permeate his later plays, when Jewish material had 

become more palatable, and cannot be absent from the 1947 All My Sons. Finally, Miller 

is a social realist, interested in social justice, and in 1945 the world’s greatest attempt at 

dispensing social justice were the Nuremberg Trials of Hitler’s Henchmen, the Nazi 

upper-echelons, brought to trial by the Allied Forces. 

Centola connects Miller to the trials in his analysis of After the Fall (1964), which 

Centola sees as the playwright’s protest against the outcome of the Nuremberg Trials, but 

I want to tie them to All My Sons. The time frame opens this avenue for me.  

The Chronology of the trials opens with the signing of the “London Agreement” by the 

Allied forces on August 8th, 1945 and the subsequent transfer of the prisoners from 
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Luxembourg to a prison at Nuremberg on August 12th the same year. However, already in 

August 1944 “Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau submits a plan for post-war 

treatment of Nazi leaders to President Roosevelt.” His proposal was to shoot the leaders 

summarily, and this suggestion is later modified to a desire to bring these men to trial. 

Nuremberg, the spiritual capital of the Reich and the venue of the codification of Nazi 

Germany’s racial laws is a symbolically meaningful choice (Famous Trials Homepage: 1-

7).  

 August was a key month in the chronology of the Nuremberg trials. If this were fiction, I 

would claim that the trials are framed by “August”, but let it suffice to say that once again 

reality is wilder than fiction. The Nuremberg trials’ primary inception stems from 1944, 

takes place in America and must have been a matter of public record. The London 

agreements and the subsequent transfer of the Nazi criminals to a prison at Nuremberg in 

August the following year certainly were reported in the press. The Nuremberg 

Chronology reports that Hermann Goering is the last defendant to testify, “Goering 

returns to the witness stand on August 20th, 1946”, and the hearing of all testimony ends 

on August 30th, 1946. Goering is the most senior defendant at this trial. All the defendants 

are allowed to make their final statements a day later, on the 31st of that month (Famous 

Trials 1-7). 

 This, then, is Miller’s “August of our era” (All My Sons 1). While the executions do not 

take place until later in the year, and further trials and appeals continue until the cold war 

puts an end to the trials around 1951, the highly visible aspects of the Nuremberg Trials 

are over by August 1946. Even if this were not the case, it would be irrelevant to the 

discussion of All My Sons, since the play is finished by then and in terms of 

Nuremberg’s impact on All My Sons, later developments are of no importance.  

The above leaves a roar of the unsaid in the play. How can a war play written by a Jew 

like Arthur Miller make no mention of the Jewish tragedy so central to World War II? 

After all, Miller says over and over again how his life was affected by his Jewishness, and 

his autobiography shows how strongly he feels about the events in Europe. Miller even 

writes how his trip to Germany strengthened his commitment to the play (Timebends 
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526-9). The fact that the play is completely sanitized in terms of the Jewish genocide can 

be explained by the setting, which Miller removes from the European arena. This seems 

like a defensive ploy which allows him to write about the war without overtly mentioning 

Europe and the Jews. In this manner Miller avoids compromising his hybridity.  

The war zone may be Asia, America’s second front, but the themes of meting out justice 

and accepting responsibility as they emerged from Nuremberg stand. I cannot accept that 

Miller’s choice of dating the play is accidental and merely pays lip service to a play’s 

need for realism and a timeframe. This is especially so since Miller does not feel bound 

by chronology. I will go so far as to suggest that the stage directions which state the 

setting as “August, our era” even echo a Jewish denotation of time, which would read CE 

(Common Era) rather than AD (Anno Domini).  

 Observed through the portal into the Jewish destruction and the archeology of a lost era, 

All My Sons, then, becomes a play symbolically framed by the Nuremberg trials. Its 

august moments take place in August, a suitable time to freeze the events that bring about 

Keller’s fall, whose denial of responsibility echoes the attitude of the German accused at 

Nuremberg. Virtually without exception Goering and his co-defendants claimed to have 

been under orders, which as soldiers they had no choice but to obey. In a kind of slap-in-

the-face of the victims these Nazis offered only a shrugged-shoulder defense of innocence 

based on the notion that they “had not wished it to happen” (Wir haben es nicht gewollt.). 

To this they added that as soldiers they were not expected to weigh the moral aspects of 

their orders and therefore, no thought was given to the possible consequences of their 

actions. The excesses of war were only unfortunate results of obedient – read good – 

soldiering. This defense sparked a tremendous amount of public debate about a soldier’s 

moral and/or criminal responsibility and the legality of claiming the chain of command 

and following orders as a defense. The Allied tribunal rejected this line of reasoning, and 
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in the post-Nuremberg world of assigning blame in military actions against civilians and 

prisoners, this defense has remained unacceptable 4  

The American War Library  carries transcripts of the Dellums Committee Hearings On 

War Crimes In Vietnam, which opened on April 25, 1971 in the Caucus Room, Cannon 

House Office Bdlg. and Congressman Seiberling mentions the Nuremberg Trials in his 

opening address to the committee:  

 

SEIBERLING: Today we are beginning 4-day hearings of ad hoc public 

hearings on policy and command responsibility for war atrocities in 

Vietnam. I think this forum is necessary because today, [sic] despite 

requests by a number of members of Congress, including myself, there 

have been no official hearings.  

 The central question to which this series of hearings must address itself 

is simply stated by Telford Taylor, chief counsel for the prosecution at 

the Trials, in his book, Nuremburg [sic] and Vietnam-An American 

Tragedy, and I would like to read a key paragraph of that book. "The 

1956 Army Manual provides explicitly that a military commander is 

responsible not only for the criminal acts in pursuance of his orders but 

is also responsible if he has actual knowledge or should have knowledge 

that troops or other persons subject to his control are about to commit or 

have committed a war crime and he fails to take the necessary and 

reasonable steps to insure compliance with the law of war or to punish 

violations thereof." The purpose of these hearings is not to discredit our 

military services, but 1st to determine whether there were widespread 

violations of law by the American military with respect to the treatment 

of civilians and POWs and, if so, to pinpoint responsibility for such 

                                                      

�� .  Note the IDF’s strict guidelines for opening fire on civilians even during the ‘Intifada’ and in spite of the fact that the 
assumption might well have been that these civilians are hostile and even armed.  
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violation… [and w]e must know the truth before we can deal effectively 

with our nations problems (Famous Trials).  

 

The above shows that the Nuremberg Trials had entered the American conscience, and 

continued to be a point of reference for military behavior to the powers-that-be; it also 

proves the tremendous impact of the Nuremberg trials. After all, like the Nazi war 

criminals Keller too denies responsibility, justifies his actions by claiming deference to a 

chain of command and initially manifests no remorse when confronted, and while 

historically speaking, the Nuremberg trials may have given satisfaction to some of the 

world’s leaders, one essential aspect was blatantly missing. Although the so-called crimes 

against humanity and illegal warfare were paraded before the judges, and some of the 

higher echelons of Hitler’s hordes were brought to their knees, there was  

essentially no justice for the Jewish People at Nuremberg5. I believe this was so because 

the Jews lacked a champion. The very separate and relentless war against the Jews was 

not the focus of Nuremberg. The Shoah was lumped together with random stories of the 

execution of hostages, and random, personalized, individual suffering.  

 In “August of our era”, the truth about Keller’s heinous crimes comes out. The man has 

not only delivered the cracked cylinder heads knowingly and willingly for the sake of 

profit, but he has allowed his partner to take the entire blame. When Keller denies his 

own complicity in the crime he makes Deever look even worse. Although the men are 

partners, Keller is portrayed as the dominant one who gives the orders and Deever the 

underling who carries them out. The above suggests a chain of command in the firm and 

sets Keller up as the commander who is a hard-boiled businessman without 

sentimentality. Miller describes him as a man who has come up through the ranks (Act I 

                                                      

5.  “At the Eichmann trial, for once, the Nazi "Final Solution of the Jewish Question" constituted the focal point of a 
serious, juridical examination and thereby gave rise to an awareness of the Holocaust, which until then, had been 
largely absent. The trial had also given new stimulus to Holocaust research”. Bach, Gabriel “History, Eichmann, 
Adolf Otto”. This was possible because Eichmann was tried for crimes against the Jewish People and (my emphasis) 
crimes against humanity as two separate counts. 5�Within the framework of crimes against humanity, the Eichmann 
trial also addresses crimes committed against the Gypsies and other ethnic groups (Nizkor Project). 
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11-12, stage directions). Keller is out for a fast buck, sees the main chance and seizes it, 

and reconstructs reality to suit his own needs. When he is cornered, he projects his guilt 

onto others. For instance, Keller, the father tries to tell Chris – his son – that the crime 

was committed for his sake- for the sake of his family. Keller maintains that he did not 

expect the cylinder heads to fail. His excuses echo the defense of the war criminals at 

Nuremberg, and can be summarized as a simple ‘I didn’t want it to happen’, ‘Ich habe es 

nicht gewollt’. 

Even stronger parallels can be pointed out. Keller explains that the war was a time of 

following orders. The army gave him an order and it was his responsibility to follow 

through. The ambiguity of the word “order” is too ironic to ignore. Keller implies that he 

was part of the military chain of command and the business order is interpreted as a 

military one. In other words, the army gave Keller his orders and he had no choice but to 

obey. In Keller’s view his commitment to the demands of the army were absolute and the 

army owed him no loyalty. If he had not sent out the engine parts in time, he claims, 

another shop would have been there waiting in the wings and he would have been 

finished. “You put forty years into a business and they knock you out in five minutes, 

what could I do, let them take forty years, let them take my life away?” (Act II 79). Keller 

constantly tries to shift the blame. For about three years he managed to live the lie that 

Deever had committed the crime, and now that this ruse has been proven false, Keller 

shifts his complicity to the ruse of following orders during war time, and being but a 

small peg in the large organization of the war. Moreover, his words show his high level of 

identification with his business: losing it is like losing his life. It is who he is. Keller 

claims that he delivered the cracked cylinder heads because he had no choice: his life and 

that of his family was on the line. Even more than that, Keller sees his actions as part of 

the game, be it war or a questionable business practice. He refuses to feel guilty about the 

human toll his actions have taken. “If I have to go to jail, everyone has to go to jail”, 

meaning that he is no different from any other businessman and his greatest crime was 

getting caught (Act II 90). His triple defense- I did not want this, I did it for my family, 



Bela Ruth Samuel-Tenenholtz 

 

������������������	
������  

�E42 ��  

and I was only following orders- include at least two pronouncements which echo the 

defense heard at the tribunal at Nuremberg.  

 In a way there is one more parallel: at Nuremberg, the Nazi defendants aside from hiding 

behind the military chain of command and discipline, claim their innocence by denying 

any knowledge of the murders they stood accused of. This attitude is repeated by 

Eichmann, who claimed to have been responsible only for those orders which set in 

motions the deportations, but that he had nothing to do with what happened afterwards 

(www.nizkor.org).  

Keller does a similar thing when he tells his son that he did not think anyone would die. 

He was “sure the planes would hold up” and in this manner he distances himself from the 

murders. Of course he also shifts the blame to the army when he tells Chris that he was 

sure their engineers would discover the flaw and stop the cylinder heads from being 

installed. Finally, he denies his guilt one more time, and lies about the phone call made by 

Deever (Act II 73-80). This puts the blame for the death of 21 pilots onto the latter and 

leaves Keller innocent of blame, innocent of knowledge. His defense perfectly echoes 

that of the Nuremberg trials (Act II 75-79).  

What remains is the question of justice- the Jewish question. Arthur Miller is a socially 

aware person with a strongly developed sense of human rights. In Focus Miller suggests 

that Jews must be treated as human beings, and that Jews are good Americans, because 

they embody characteristics America should be proud of. According to the book, the 

Jewish protagonist is more deserving of his Americanism than the members of the 

Christian Front, whose gangster tactics place them outside the realm of human decency. 

Only when this can be acknowledged, will justice prevail (Focus 217).  

Joseph Keller, the American businessman, however, is exposed as an egocentric, 

ambitious, self-made man whose deeds are motivated by greed and his narrow focus. To 

Ann, Keller relates that even his neighbors applaud his actions. In their eyes, he got away 

with it, and “all the ones who yelled murderer takin’ my money now” (Keller to Ann, Act 

I 37), but the question nags whether Keller is perhaps allowing his neighbors to beat him 
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at cards and whether the neighbors see that money as a reward for their silence. In any 

case, Keller hangs on to the court papers that legally cancel out his guilt. He tells Ann that 

he carries them as proof of his innocence. He makes it sound like an ‘Ausweis’, the 

wartime identification papers which men and women had to carry at all times. If they 

were detained and had no papers, they could be arrested, or even shot6. He tells Ann, “I 

get out of my car, and I walk down the street. But very slow. And with a smile… walking 

down that street… I was the beast… [but] there was a court paper in my pocket to prove I 

was [innocent]” (Act I 38). To Keller the exoneration is proof of identity: with that paper 

he is an innocent man. 

And yet- there is a major difference between All My Sons and the Nuremberg Trials: the 

former is about justice, the latter was mostly about punishment. At Nuremberg the 

defendants received their sentence, be it jail time or death, but their victims were not 

acknowledged, especially not the Jewish ones. The condemned went to their deaths 

silently or praying for themselves. One shouted Heil Hitler as he ascended the gallows 

(Famous Trials).  

Chris, Keller’s own son, is a more discerning judge than the one who had exonerated him. 

The court papers in Keller’s pocket are meaningless now, for Chris wants his father to 

take responsibility. He must admit that he knew about the faulty engine parts, that he 

covered up the cracks and made the decision to have them shipped out, and finally that he 

betrayed his partner who trusted that Keller would take responsibility. Most importantly, 

he must admit that he knew his faulty cylinder heads would make the planes crash.  

Chris needs his father’s contrition, and All My Sons – read in the vault of Jewish identity, 

becomes a tikkun7 for the injustice of Nuremberg. The play gives a symbolic 

representation of true punishment when Keller is made to speak words that will 

acknowledge all the victims of his crime.  

                                                      

6.  Miller uses this theme in Incident at Vichy. 

7.  A mystical correction of something that is wrong with the world. It has become a popular concept in Shoah literature.  



Bela Ruth Samuel-Tenenholtz 

 

������������������	
������  

�E44 ��  

The play is almost over: Chris knows the truth, including the cover-up; the stage setting 

echoes the play’s resolution: night is turning into dawn, and nature is heralding a new era. 

Both Keller and his son have been through the dark night and they have grappled with 

truth or plotting more deception. (Act III 84). And then, like a deus-ex-machina Miller 

tips the scales in favor of justice: Larry’s suicide note comes to light. This note has often 

been pointed out as coming out of nowhere. It jarred in the otherwise logical action of the 

play. From the point of view of tikkun, the playwright’s intervention becomes palatable, 

even necessary. Miller – symbolically at least- speaks as a champion of the Jewish 

People.  

Ann is instrumental in bringing out the truth. She had brought this note to prove to Kate 

that Larry is dead and she is free to love again, but she had intended using it only in case 

Kate objected to her emerging romance with Chris (Act III 89). From this letter Keller 

learns that Larry has killed himself in reaction to his father’s crime, reported in the 

newspapers (Act III 91).  

Without this suicide note in his hand Keller might have faced down Chris and charmed 

him into accepting his innocence once again, but now that he knows how both his 

children feel about him his spirit is broken. He has an epiphany. His guilt has come too 

close to home. Larry, reported as an MIA, is actually dead out of shame over his father’s 

war crimes. This, I believe, more than anything else, hastens the denouement. The second 

aspect is that when Chris returns from his nocturnal flight he has decided to leave forever, 

and this already creates a distance between him and his father and makes the show-down 

a little easier. Gone is the Mr. Nice-Guy- the admiring son who calls his father “Joe 

McGuts” (Act I 38), or the soft- hearted army officer nicknamed “Mother McKeller”. 

This is not the same Chris who was overcome by emotion when one of his soldiers gave 

up his last pair of dry socks for him (Act I 32). This Chris wants a show-down on the 

level of two men who knew the responsibility of life and death situations, and whereas 

Chris is portrayed as a moral commander whose soldiers were willing to sacrifice 
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themselves for each other and him, Keller is the opportunist who manipulates those he 

controls for his own profit. Now they are there, in the yard, face to face.8 At this very late 

stage, Keller has no more fight in him, and besides, Larry’s suicide note is in his hand. He 

says he is turning himself in. 

MOTHER:  Why are you going? You’ll sleep, why are you going? 

KELLER:  I 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 the 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….. (exits into the house…) (Act III 88-90). 

 

 This is a different Keller. He has admitted his guilt, but more than that, he has accepted 

that the pilots who died because of him were human beings and just as important as his 

own son. By saying “they were All My Sons”, he accepts the precept that all sons have an 

equal right to life and all parents deserve to see their sons grow up. Miller’s belief in the 

essential humanity of all men is embedded in this sentence “they were All My Sons”, and 

it echoes the emotions expressed in the last few pages of Focus- his book about anti-

Semitism and the metamorphosis of its Gentile protagonist, Lawrence Newman. 

Keller’s understanding is so sharp that he cannot go on living. He sees now that “[if] 

Larry, [was] some boy [they] lost”, the others were also great “boys.” Perhaps even worse 

than this, in Keller’s eyes Larry was the son who thought like him and shared his 

philosophy of life behind “the forty-foot… building line” (Act III 85), but his suicide is 

final proof that this was not so. And now Chris, Keller’s co-worker and gentle, obedient, 

                                                      

8.  I would suggest that the “yard” is also a “courtyard” and thus this area is one more metaphor where the setting reflects 

the action, or summarizes it. Moreover, the final scene in Incident at Vichy (1965) echoes this scene in All My 
Sons when the Prince- a moral humanist- and the Nazi officer in charge of rounding up and deporting Jews, face 
each other. 
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malleable son has also turned against him. Keller’s basic premise of protecting the family 

at any cost has proven to be warped thinking and his contempt for the world beyond his 

property has cost him both worlds.  

As Keller walks toward the house Kate is left alone with Chris. She is not yet ready to be 

accountable for her contribution to the tragedy and still clings to the belief that denial will 

continue to work for her.  

MOTHER: (of Larry, the letter..) The war is over! Didn’t you hear?--- 

it’s over! 

CHRIS:  then what was Larry to you? A stone that fell into the water? 

It’s not enough for him to be sorry. Larry didn’t kill himself 

to make you and Dad sorry. 

MOTHER:  What more can we be? 

CHRIS:  You can be better! Once and for all you can know there’s a 

universe of people outside and you’re responsible to it, and 

unless you know that, you threw away your son because 

that’s why he died. (a shot is heard in the house..)(Act III 

90). 

 

As Chris says “that’s why he died”, meaning Larry, Keller puts a bullet in his head off-

stage. The shot coincides with Chris’ line. The past has caught up with the present and 

Chris’ words become a sentence of death, but his words and the synchronized shooting 

also prove that Kate was wrong and the war cannot be over until the guilty have been 

punished.  

If Keller was enlightened by the facts of Larry’s death, Kate has her epiphany when 

Keller dies. Now there is only one son whose life will be destroyed unless someone helps 

him now to re-establish a sense of normality. She rises to the occasion. I believe that Kate 

has much to feel guilty about, and her punishment may well be that she must learn to live 

with this. She had hampered her living son for the sake of her dead son’s shadow 
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existence. Now she accepts that her role as a mother obliges her to be a mother to Chris, 

and Larry must recede into the background. Keller and Larry will bury each other as it 

were. Kate turns to Chris in the simplest way possible and with the same energy she had 

poured into keeping Larry alive previously. After all, she is “a woman [with] an 

overwhelming capacity for love” and Miller assigns her that role by denoting her 

character as “mother” rather than Kate (Act I 24 stage directions). She puts her arms 

around him and commands him “to forget now [and] live” (Act III 92-3). And as Chris 

sobs “she puts his arms down gently and moves towards the porch” (Act III 93 stage 

directions). She physically separates from him, walks toward the house to start her 

widowhood, and leaves Chris behind with her command to forget and live.  

On a moral plain, justice has been done. The sentence has been carried out, and as Larry’s 

death implied, Chris demanded, and Keller understood, all men share an equal right to 

life. Keller should have chosen to lose his business and become destitute rather than allow 

the faulty spare parts to be shipped out. His family’s financial security should not have 

come at the expense of the families who paid with the lives of their sons.  

The defendants at the Nuremberg trial were not contrite, and metaphorically speaking no 

one said the Jews were humanity’s sons deserving justice. Moreover, the marginalization 

of Jews continues in the symbolic realm by the lack of interest in their stories. It takes 

until the sixties for Jewish material to become more palatable. After the Eichmann trial9 

there is a tremendous upsurge of Jewish material in print and film, and Arthur Miller 

writes After the Fall.  

As I said, Stephen Centola defines the latter play as an “indictment of Germany during 

the Nuremberg trials”, even though others have seen it as a strongly autobiographical play 

(All My Sons 58). Centola furthermore establishes a thematic link between All My Sons 

and After the Fall through their common theme of justice and accountability, and the 

different settings do not prevent him from writing that “All My Sons proves that… 

Miller’s indictment of Germany” (in After the Fall 1964) could have just as easily 
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applied to “any country which fosters illusions that elevate” one group above another (All 

My Sons 58-59). I agree, but rather than allowing this linkage to say something about 

Miller’s universality, I want to use it to say something about Miller’s Jewish identity and 

suggest that symbolically Miller says in 1947 what he can say less obliquely in 1964. I 

believe that Centola looks at these plays through the prism of American identity, while I 

have chosen to look at them from within the portal of Jewish identity, and from this 

vantage point I can say that After the Fall proves that… Miller’s indictment of Keller in 

America (in All My Sons) could just as easily apply to any man in any country who 

fosters illusions that elevate” him to a level of superiority.  

I suggest that the Nuremberg Trials, which ended disappointingly for the Jewish People, 

left a wound which Miller tries to heal with his play All My Sons. Read from the 

standpoint of Jewish identity, Larry’s suicide note no longer jars, but becomes a written 

indictment to echo court procedures. Note too that the suicide letter comes to light in the 

courtyard of the Keller house. In 1947 the playwright’s protest remains in the symbolic 

realm, but his two Shoah plays, written so shortly after the Eichmann trial suggest that 

this choice was, at least in part, the result of the spirit of the time.  

Once we accept Miller’s belief in the prominence of the past in the here and now, it is 

easy to entwine historical realities with theatrical representation. Miller’s avoidance of 

the European scene in the setting of All My Sons only strengthens my reading. How 

could he have set his play in Europe without mentioning anything about the Shoah? 

Moving the arena to the Far East sidesteps the problem. Of course, symbolically, the Jews 

are never far away.  

In All My Sons the Bayliss family lives next-door to the Kellers, in Deever’s house, in 

fact. The Jews, as it were, are only across the driveway as a reminder of identity, and 

symbolically they are a part of the events which bring down Keller. For instance, it is 

with Jim Bayliss’ son Bert that Keller plays his “jail game” (Act I 18-20). Moreover, 

thematically, Chris and Jim Bayliss are a lot alike. Bayliss knows of Keller’s guilt, but 

lacks the moral fortitude to confront the man (Act III 89-90). With Chris and Jim 
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rounding each other out there is even an aspect of the Jewish prosecutor in the play. It is a 

subtle and sublime allusion, but it nevertheless exists. I might go so far as to suggest that 

this is a prophetic allusion, for in 1961 Gideon Hausner is that Jewish prosecutor, 

Eichmann, in Jerusalem, is judged by a panel of three Jewish judges, and most of his 

accusers are Jews. 
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