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ABSTRACT

This diploma thesis deals with naturalistic features in selected works of John Steinbeck. The 

theoretical part gives a general outline of Naturalism, of its birth and background, as well as 

of the influences which helped to form this movement. Special attention is paid to the 

American Naturalism. The practical part is focused on the analysis of two novels by John 

Steinbeck - The Grapes of Wrath and In Dubious Battle - from the naturalistic point of view. 

Its aim is to trace naturalistic features in the novels and thus to find evidence that these are 

typical novels of American Naturalism, in terms of their themes and ways of elaboration. 

KEY WORDS

Naturalism, objectivity, environment, external forces, influence, control, individual, society.

ABSTRAKT

Tato diplomová práce se zabývá naturalistickými prvky ve vybraných dílech Johna 

Steinbecka. Teoretická část pojednává o naturalismu jako takovém, o jeho vzniku a vlivech, 

jež ho napomáhaly formovat. Zvláštní pozornost je věnována americkému naturalismu. 

Praktická část se zaměřuje na analýzu dvou Steinbeckových románů - Hrozny hněvu a Bitva -

z naturalistického hlediska. Cílem je vyhledat v těchto románech naturalistické prvky a 

potvrdit tak, že se jedná o typické romány amerického naturalismu, z hlediska témat i způsobu 

zpracování.

KLÍČOVÁ SLOVA

Naturalismus, objektivita, prostředí, vnější síly, vliv, moc, člověk, společnost.
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this work is to trace naturalistic features in the works of John Steinbeck. For this 

purpose I have chosen two of his well-known novels - The Grapes of Wrath and In Dubious 

Battle. It is especially The Grapes of Wrath that is considered one of the typical novels of 

American Naturalism, in terms of its theme as well as of Steinbeck´s approach to its 

elaboration, despite the fact that Steinbeck himself is not generally included in the American 

Naturalist canon, side by side with writers like Dreiser and Norris.

The first part, consisting of four chapters, deals with the theoretical background, providing 

essential information on the history and features of Naturalism.

The first chapter deals with Naturalism as a literary movement in general, giving us 

definitions of this movement, its characteristics as well as the overall aims of Naturalism. The 

second chapter elaborates on the birth of the movement, tracing its history beginning in 

Europe. It discusses the conditions under which this movement originated, the causes and 

factors which helped its creation as well as some further characteristics. The literary form and 

the typical themes featured in Naturalistic novels are discussed in the third chapter. The fourth 

chapter is focused on the American Naturalism, in particular on its history, background, aims 

as well as themes.

The remaining two parts are focused on the analysis of the two novels. The first part deals 

with The Grapes of Wrath. It consists of several chapters, with the first three chapters 

providing information on the conditions under which this novel was written, the factors which 

influenced Steinbeck to choose the particular theme. It also discusses the title with its 

symbolic power and the formal division of the book. What follows are chapters dedicated to 

the main themes of the novel, containing extracts helping to support the existence of 

naturalistic features in the novel. These chapters deal with the external forces influencing 

people´s lives, the social and economic conditions under which people had to live, as well as 

the subsequent changes of people and of the society itself. 

The second part deals with the novel In Dubious Battle, and it is divided into only two parts. 

These are focused on the main theme of the novel, discussing the origin and background of 

the strike along with the means people use.
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The final part is the conclusion summing up the main characteristics and features of 

Naturalism, these being based in particular on the analysis of the two novels.
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1. NATURALISM

Naturalism is a literary movement beginning in France in 1870s with the works of Emile 

Zola. It is considered an outgrowth, an intensification of Realism, another literary movement 

taking place in the 19th century. "What the Realists and the Naturalists have in common is the 

fundamental belief that art is in essence a mimetic, objective representation of outer reality"

(Furst and Skrine 8). The main aim of naturalistic works was to replicate everyday reality, as 

opposed to movements like Romanticism, where the emphasis was laid on the subjective 

perception of the world, on imagination, feelings and emotions. It is the objective portrayal of 

closely observed reality. Naturalism may be viewed as a reaction to the excessive idealism of 

Romanticism.  

"One of the possible definitions of Naturalism is as an attempt to apply to literature the 

discoveries and methods of nineteenth-century science" (Furst and Skrine 9). It is this affinity 

to science that can be used to illustrate the distinction between Naturalism and Realism. The 

19th century saw a tremendous progress in science and such new theories as Darwin´s Theory 

had a huge impact on naturalist writers, the scientific and philosophic trends of this period 

being so decisive in shaping this movement. The scientific approach is one of the typical 

features of Naturalism. "A French novelist and Zola´s ally summed up Naturalism as a way of 

thinking, of seeing, of reflecting, of studying, of making experiments, a need to analyse in 

order to know, rather than a particular style of writing" (Furst and Skrine 9). What also 

characterizes Naturalism is the determinism defining people´s lives. People live in a socially 

and biologically conditioned world, and it is the task, or role, of the Naturalistic writer to 

observe and record this truth of our existence. 

1.1 Background of birth of naturalism 

As has been said, the nineteenth century was a period of rapid and radical change, the 

Industrial Revolution transforming the lives of all people. The scientific discoveries played a 

key role in forcing people to revaluate their position in the world, as well as the view of 

themselves in the changed reality. Apart from seemingly positive outcomes, such as 

establishing new forms of communication and growth of towns, the Industrial Revolution also

produced some negative side effects. It was a time of shocking exploitation of human and 



8

natural resources, with people living in dirty slums. On one hand, people were gaining money 

and power, on the other hand there was a mass of people living in poverty and struggling to 

survive. 

Naturalist writers wanted to depict, to record, this world of sharp contrasts, to describe life the 

way it really was. "Naturalism is clearly in consonance with the mood of the age which it 

reflects in its overwhelming emphasis on facts" (Furst and Skrine 13). The aim of naturalists 

was truthfulness and they were aware of the fact that they could achieve it only by careful 

observation and recording of fact. They were determined to give a precise and detailed record 

of the phenomena they chose. 

One of the crucial shaping factors of Naturalism is undoubtedly Darwin´s Theory of 

Evolution. The picture of man descending from lower animals had a huge impact on the 

naturalistic view of man. "In contrast to the idealization of man by the Romantics, the 

Naturalists deliberately reduce him to animal level, stripping him of higher aspirations" (Furst 

and Skrine 16). Naturalists regard man as an animal whose course is determined by heredity, 

circumstances and his environment.  In other words, man is no longer in possession of his free 

will, instead he is submitted to the forces which are beyond his control and his fate is imposed 

on him. And thus man and his behaviour becomes an object of a writer´s analysis, of his 

neutral study. 

People are also likened to machines and their workings. "As Hippolyte Taine wrote, vice and 

virtue are products like vitriol and sugar" (Furst and Skrine 20). He wanted to point out to the 

fact that just as there is no difference between a machine producing vitriol and the one 

producing sugar in terms of their own quality, a good and an evil man are also on the same 

level as neither of them is responsible for what he is. They are both determined by their 

environment, by forces that they cannot influence. However controversial the statement may 

be, it reflects the Naturalists´ belief in dehumanisation of man. And as Zola said the study of 

abstract, metaphysical man is replaced by the study of natural man, subject to physic-

chemical laws and determined by the effects of his milieu. 
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1.2 Literary forms and themes

The chief literary form of Naturalism was the novel, following on its heritage from the 

nineteenth-century novels of Realism. Naturalists acknowledged their debt to realist writers as 

well as to Darwin and Taine. Hippolyte Taine was a French critic and historian who had a 

great influence on French Naturalism. In his works he presented the explanation of the 

naturalistic method, as well as his concept of people. People are considered to be products of 

three elements - race, milieu and moment. Race represents collective cultural dispositions, 

milieu is the environment and circumstances of people´s lives, connected also with people´s 

experience and time, represented by moment. He also claimed that a writer is under the 

influence of the environment and so a literary work is a product of such influence. It is from 

this combination of Realist tradition and scientific innovations that the Naturalist novel 

sprang. "Novelist novels vary greatly in quality, but generally it can be said that the Naturalist 

novel is one in which an attempt is made to present with the maximum objectivity of the 

scientist the new view of man as a creature determined by heredity, milieu and the pressure of 

the moment" (Furst and Skrine 42). The novel can be characterized by the desire to trace the 

evolution of a human being from his origins and through the effects of the environment and 

circumstances.

In subject matter Naturalism is commonly associated with the portrayal of the working 

classes. The Naturalists chose poverty, deprivation and squalor for their themes, wanting to 

face up to reality. They were conscious of the misery of people living in slums and there was 

often an element of moral indignation that provoked the writers and provided them with an 

inspiration. However, the Naturalists did not write only about working classes, middle classes 

were also subjected to their analysis. It shows that all people are fundamentally alike; that

determination applies to all levels of society. "They are creatures ruled by heredity, 

circumstances and environment, without exception" (Furst and Skrine 51).

Naturalists portrayed the ordinary man rather than the extraordinary individuals, phenomena 

or circumstances and they focused on a person in his environment. The description of the 

environment is one of the main features of a naturalist novel and there is often no real 'hero'. 

"The heroic is alien to the scientific view of humans: freedom of choice and responsibility for 

one´s actions are implicitly denied to a creature determined by forces beyond his or her 

control" (Furst and Skrine 51). 



10

One of the main ideals of Naturalists was the objectivity applied to their novels. They wanted 

to put forward everyday reality in its pure form and so they worked towards this goal. They 

chose subjects from everyday life, subjects they were able to observe. During these 

observations they collected material - documentation - with great care, in order not to miss 

any detail which they could subsequently use in their novels. "The dominant tone is that of 

factual reportage, where things are more important than thoughts, and characters and 

happenings are seen from the outside" (Furst and Skrine 52). 

1.3 American Naturalism

In the USA, Naturalism is even more connected with the social and economic changes of that 

period than in Europe. The reason for this might be the fact that these changes were more 

rapid and more radical." The Civil War led to the abolition of slavery, but the outcomes were 

more numerous. In the long run it amounted to the triumph of industrial capitalism over the 

traditional agrarian economy" (Furst and Skrine 34). Again, industrialization did not bring 

only a lot of advances but also severe difficulties in the form of labour disputes, economic 

depression and strikes erupting in violence. All these themes feature in naturalistic novels, 

being analyzed and depicted in great detail. The end of the nineteenth century is characterized 

by people´s disillusionment with the dream of success, prosperity and happiness, which in 

fact had been the reason why so many people had come to the USA. American Naturalism 

grew in direct response to these social and economic problems. It was so attractive because it 

represented a method of interpretation of the material changes and it recorded systematically 

the process transforming the nation (Ruland and Bradbury 215)

As for the influences, scientific theories did have an impact, but not with the same intensity as 

in Europe. "Because American Naturalism arose out of social and economic problems and 

because there was no single dominant influence, it presents a different aspect from the 

European Naturalist Movement" (Furst and Skrine 35). In America there were no groups of 

writers united by common goals, it was rather a matter of successive waves, or generations, of 

writers. What was at the source of its popularity in America was the determination to depict 

truthfully all areas of life. "The movement was not so well-defined as in Europe; however that 

might have been beneficial as, in comparison with its European counterpart, the American 
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Naturalism had a longer life-span, extending from the mid-1880s well into the twentieth 

century. Naturalism in the USA was a view of man in society and a style of writing in 

consonance with the age" (Furst and Skrine 36). Or, as Pizer says, there is no neat definition 

applicable to the movement in America but rather a variable and changing and complex set of 

assumptions about man and fiction that can be called a naturalistic tradition (Pizer 1995, 16). 

Naturalism reappeared at several at points in American literary history, which suggests it was 

a significant and popular movement thanks to the fact that it managed to respond to the 

preoccupations of the American life.

Writers of late Naturalism pronounced what people did not usually talk about. They often 

become uncompromising preachers of radical theories and it was thanks to them that critical 

language became an integral part of literary expression. Naturalism was connected with the 

documentary style and political anger. Writers chose radical issues such as unemployment, 

starvation, urban poverty, social uprootedness and decline of the country. Radicalism was no 

longer taken for betrayal; it was possible to sharply criticize the economic system and to 

identify oneself with the real America at the same time (Ruland and Bradbury 309). Writers 

wanted to celebrate America´s merits and to speak for its suffering inhabitants. They turned to 

Naturalism and its interest in social predetermination, discrimination and fate of people on the 

margins of society. In general, we can say that the naturalistic themes are tragic in the way 

that they present the waste of an individual potential, this waste being caused by the action of 

conditioning forces over which humans have no control. 

The former idealism and blind belief in the American dream were replaced by a realistic point 

of view. Before, people had kept faith that America guaranteed all its citizens free and just 

pursuit of self-fulfilment and of good life. However, later the society was regarded as a rather 

closed unit not allowing people too much of that proclaimed freedom. The public life was in 

control of enterprises, businesses, politics, and the lives of individual people reflected their 

personal as well as social background, being far beyond their control. "Naturalist writers find 

man limited by the violent and irrational within himself and by the oppressive restrictions 

within society" (Pizer 1993, 19). They acknowledge that people are pushed and forced and 

that the powerful really control the weak. They depict the tragedy and the misery of ordinary 

people and the naturalistic tragic hero has the potential to grow and to achieve success, but the 

circumstances under which he lives prevent him doing so. Another theme in naturalistic 

novels is the failure of the characters to maintain these much needed stability and order in the 
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changing world. People are driven by their desires, or by other circumstances, out of their 

homes, and they have to step into the unknown, outer world in which they must struggle to 

survive. The writers present people in their fight which cannot come to a successful end, 

showing how they have to suffer pain and defeat.

Naturalistic themes reappeared in American fiction in the 1930s with novelists Farrell, Dos 

Passos and Steinbeck, who were influenced and affected by writers like Dreiser. "It was in 

such works that the novelists of the thirties found a moving representation of the theme that 

life placed tragic limitations on individual freedom, growth, and happiness" (Pizer 1993, 25). 

Apart from this inspiration, what also contributed to the rise of naturalistic novels was the 

social and economic crisis weighing upon America. 

However, there was an innovation in the form of the naturalistic novel. "The age was affected 

by a desire to believe in the unity of the national experience because of the commonality of 

the national disaster" (Pizer 1995, 26). Writers tried to present this unity in their novels as 

they desired to express the sense of common destiny. They depicted the way people 

succumbed to the social morality and had to give up pursuing their own individual goals. The 

mass values prevailed and shaped people´s lives, who lost control of themselves. 

Nevertheless, it had a positive aspect, resulting in putting aside self-centeredness and 

accepting the responsibility for all people. 

As has already been mentioned the American Naturalism was not, since its origin in the late 

19th century, fixed and static in its form or theme, it was not a compact movement. Contrary 

to this, it was able to adapt to the current situation and ideas, and thus writers dealt with and 

reflected in their novels the problems people of their time had to face. What Naturalistic 

novels do have in common is a record of a restrictive social environment in which people are 

observed in their exhaustion and poverty. As Pizer says, Naturalism thus seems to appeal to 

each generation of American writers as a means of dramatizing "hard times" in America -

hard times in the sense both of economic decline and of spiritual malaise, with each 

generation also incorporating into this continuing impulse or tradition of naturalism the social 

and intellectual concerns of that age (Pizer 1995, 14). 
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2. THE GRAPES OF WRATH

2.1 Introduction

In order to have a general view of Steinbeck´s major novel, it is useful to remind ourselves of 

the background and of the circumstances under which this book, which is held to be one of 

the major American naturalistic novels, was researched and written. It is set in the period of 

the Great Depression, which had a devastating effect on a large number of people. Moreover, 

it was a time of severe dust storms, known as Dust Bowl, which caused great ecological, as 

well as economical damage to the land.

In the mid 1930s the lives of small farmers from some southern states like Texas, Oklahoma 

and Arkansas changed significantly. Farmers had taken out loans from banks and having these 

debts played the key role in their decline. Banks, wanting their money back, did not hesitate 

and simply took the farmers´ land and evicted them. Thousands of families were forced to 

move out of their homeland and search for a job in other states, especially in the west. 

Steinbeck saw these streams of desperate people in his home state California and also made 

several trips into the agricultural areas of California. Their terrible fate held Steinbeck´s 

interest and, in preparation for his novel, he went to observe the squatters camps near Salinas 

and Bakerfield because he aimed to put forward an accurate and truthful record of life in these 

camps. The observations are exactly in line with the Naturalistic approach, based on gaining 

as much detailed and precise information about the subject matter as possible. What is also 

important is the experience of the writer, which provides him with the first-hand knowledge 

of the environment in which people live and about which he is about to write. It is said that 

Zola went down a mine while preparing for his novel Germinal, or measured the dimensions 

of a prostitute´s room for Nana. So it is obvious that only by such thorough research could the 

writer become really familiar with the environment which he was planning to depict in his

work.

In 1936 Steinbeck started to write articles about them. Not only were those articles straight-

forward reports of living conditions of the migrant workers, but they also contained 

suggestions and appeals for a more enlightened treatment of these people. They are of great 

importance as a record of Steinbeck´s attitude toward the people and the conditions depicted 
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in them, such as poverty, injustice and suffering, are to be later found in his novel. On return 

from one of these trips he wrote in his letters:

"California is not very far from civil war. I hope it can be averted."

"I just returned yesterday from the strike area of Salinas and from my migrants in 

Bakersfield. This thing is dangerous. Maybe it will be patched up for a while, but I look for 

the lid to blow off in a few weeks. Issues are very sharp here now….My material drawer is 

chock full."(Lisca 144)

Apart from this, during one period in the autumn of 1937 he lived in one of the federal 

migrant camps in central California. He joined these people, travelled with them in their used 

cars along American highways and thus absorbed the experience they all shared, trying to 

understand the total situation. It was already the magazine articles depicting the living 

conditions of these people that arouse a big interest of the public. In 1938 Steinbeck started to 

write about the people, the American reality, as well as about the change of relationships 

among people, using his own experiences. 

2.2 Title

The name of the novel was taken from one strophe of an old American abolitionist song 

called The Battle Hymn of the Republic written by Julia Ward Howe, becoming popular 

during the American Civil War.

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of my Lord:

He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored;

He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword:

His truth is marching on.

The symbol of the grapes and wrath is one of the prevalent symbols of the whole novel. The 

first mention of it, or its synonym, is to be found just in the first chapter. It is the moment 

when men are watching their destroyed crop; they are silent, barely moving. While they are 

watching that scenery, their looks are confused and apathetic, and their wives and children are 

just waiting for what is to come. Studying the faces of their husbands and fathers, they do not 
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know what they can expect. They are afraid that men might break. At that moment the crop is 

of no importance any longer, what matters is whether the men will overcome this loss. And it 

is just when they see the anger in the faces of men that they realize that men will not give up, 

as anger is associated with resistance:

After a while the faces of the watching men lost their bemused perplexity and became hard 

and angry and resistant. Then the women knew that they were safe and that there was no 

break. Then they asked: What´ll we do? And the men replied: I don´t know. But it was all 

right. The women knew it was all right, and the watching children knew it was all right. 

Women and children knew deep in themselves that no misfortune was too great to bear if their 

men were whole. (4)

The grapes are a symbol of hope, of a new life which is waiting for the people in California. 

Crushed by the current situation and forced to leave by forces far beyond their control they set 

out on their journeys having the vision of a better future and this vision is the force that leads 

them, pushes them forward and gives them the so much needed strength. We can find such 

examples in the speech of the grandpa who imagines what he will do when he gets to 

California:

"Just let me get out to California where I can pick me an orange when I want it. Or grapes. 

There´s a thing I ain´t never had enough of. Gonna get me a whole bunch a grapes off a bush, 

or whatever, an´ I´m gonna squash ´em on my face an´let ´em run offen my chin." /p.94/

"Come time we get to California I´ll have a big bunch a grapes in my han´ all the time, a-

nibblin´ off it all the time, by God!"(118)

As we can see, the fruit, or the grapes, are not associated only with hope, but also with 

freedom and the ability to act according to one´s wishes. The granpa feels that he will be able 

to do what he will want to. The vision of California with its grapes is for these people who 

have lost a part of themselves - their homeland - a sort of paradise where they will be real 

humans again, not only inferior migrants. 

However, the desired freedom is nothing but a vision. Even though people want to believe 

that they can master their lives, Steinbeck shows us that along with their homes they have lost 
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also control of themselves. They set out on the journey not of their own original decision, but 

because they were forced to it by the circumstances - the economic crisis and the Dust Bowl. 

Anger fills the minds and hearts of men as they feel they are no longer in control of their 

lives. They are banished from the land where they lived, raised their children, grew their 

crops. And now they are forced to leave it all behind, forced to forget and all they can do is

take all their memories with them to an unknown land. But not knowing where exactly to go, 

what to do, how to react, they have to think about their prospects, full of pain and confusion. 

Women are conscious of the gravity of such a situation, in which man would instinctively 

burst into anger:

And the women went quickly, quietly back into the houses and herded the children ahead of 

them. They knew that a man so hurt and so perplexed may turn in anger, even on people he 

loves. They left the men alone to figure and to wonder in the dust. (38)

The tenants are denied the right to stay in their land as it is no longer their land, it belongs to 

the bank and the bank is beyond the control of mere ordinary people. It is presented as a 

monster that cannot be stopped. And it is the Bank that represents the external force taking 

control of people. Even though the bank is made of men, they have no power over it and the 

bank imposes its own decisions on them. The owners warn the tenants that they must leave, 

otherwise they commit a crime. They advise them that they can pick cotton in the autumn, go 

on relief, or go to California where there is plenty of work for everyone. And so men and their 

families decide to leave, but this decision is obviously not based on their own will. Here we 

can see how people can no longer make their own decisions, they are stripped of their free 

will and they must blindly follow what they are told. They know that what is ahead of them is 

something completely new. In fact, they do not know exactly what they can expect, but they 

have the feeling that they might start a new life. However, this feeling proves not to be that 

true:

Maybe we can start again, in the new rich land – in California, where the fruit grows. We'll 

start over.

But you can't start. Only a baby can start. You and me – why, we're all that's been. The anger 

of a moment, the thousand pictures, that's us. This land, this red land, is us; and the flood 

years and the dust years and the drought years are us. We can't start again. The bitterness we 



17

sold to the junk man – he got it all right, but we have it still. And when the owner men told us 

to go, that's us; and when the tractor hit the house, that's us until we’re dead. To California 

or any place – every one a drum-major leading a parade of hurts, marching with our 

bitterness. And some day – the armies of bitterness will all be going the same way. And they’ll 

all walk together, and there’ll be a dead terror from it. (100)

This is a clear example of the uprootedness, which is one of the main features of naturalistic 

novels. Once people are torn out of their land, out of their homes, they cannot simply be 

transported to a new place. There exists a relationship between a human being and his or her

surrounding, the environment shapes his or her personality and thus, when this relationship is 

broken, it has a negative effect on the person. 

The lives of people are so connected with the land where they come from that it is impossible 

to forget all about it and simply set off. It is an integral part of them and the awareness of the 

loss of this connection provokes unbearable pain, which then turns into anger. And the anger 

which is set in one man is just like the anger set in another one, and when all these desperate 

fates are put together, they create an immense force. It is the unity of people in misery, the 

sense of sharing the same inevitable fate, what is one of the themes found in naturalistic 

novels.

The reference to the title can be found in chapter 25, which is dedicated to the description of 

some of the causes of the terrible living conditions of people. People are starving, cannot get 

anything to eat, but on the other hand, there is abundance of food. Small farmers, in spite of 

looking after their trees, their crop, giving it all their attention, cannot make any profit as they 

do not have enough money for wages and consequently there is no harvest. The fruit does not 

get to people, it rots on the ground. Only big owners with their canneries can be successful as 

canned fruit lasts longer. And in order to keep the prices low, the fruit of small farmers is not 

used, but destroyed, burned and the starving people can only stand by and watch this. 

Children are dying of malnutrition while food is being kept away from them. Steinbeck 

describes this human misery which he was able to observe himself while staying in one of the 

federal camps in California. He could subsequently use this personal experience in his work, 

combining the naturalistic theme along with the naturalistic approach based on the precise 

observation.
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The people come with nets to fish for potatoes in the river, and the guards hold them back; 

they come in rattling cars to get the dumped oranges, but the kerosene is sprayed. And they 

stand still and watch the potatoes float by, listen to the screaming pigs being killed in a ditch 

and covered with quicklime, watch the mountains of oranges slop down to a putrefying ooze; 

and in the eyes of the people  there is the failure; and in the eyes of the hungry there is a 

growing wrath. In the souls of the people the grapes of wrath are filling and growing heavy, 

growing heavy for the vintage. (410-411)

This terrifying paradox contains all the sorrow and pain caused to these people, all the 

suffering they have to bear. It also shows the line between success and failure, which proves 

to be very thin. If some people want to succeed, it does not always happen without negative 

side effects. The gravity of the side effects may vary, but in this particular case it is obvious 

that the success is totally denied. And it is this sharp contrast between the poor and the rich, 

the strict division of society that is one of the naturalistic themes. Writers wanted to point at 

this occurrence, record it and thus make it visible also for others, without any kind of 

embellishment. The reality must be put forward in an objective way, which is one of the main 

aims of Naturalism.

2.3 Division of the book

This novel is divided into two kinds of chapters. The first type is dedicated to the Joad family 

and the destiny of real, concrete people, who are taken as an example. The other type of 

chapters is philosophical and functions as a general description of the situation of all people. 

These interchapters present the social background and they serve to intensify the pattern of 

action created by the Joad family. They also support the significance of the migration by 

setting it in a larger context. There are various themes in these chapters, all of which help to 

give readers an image of the social events and developments happening at that time. Some of 

them, or at least some parts of them, are written in the ich-form which is used for greater 

emphasis. For example, one chapter is in the form of a dialogue between two generalized 

forces - the banks and the farmers, other chapters depict the buying of jalopies and the selling 

of household goods, they describe a decaying and deserted house, functioning as the 

prototype of all the houses abandoned by their families. Some chapters explore the nature of 

the new society of migrating people and  the changes happening within this group. 
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2.4 Nature

The nature and its processes with their consequences play one of the major roles in this novel, 

the reason for this being the fact that one of its manifestations - the drought - is one of the 

causes of the huge wave of migrating people. The novel begins with the description of the 

Dust Bowl, which makes the Joad family leave their house, just as it forces a number of other 

families to abandon their homes. The drought is the initial impulse of the change, making the 

living conditions for people very hard. 

The wind grew stronger, whisked under stones, carries up straws and old leaves, and even 

little clods, marking its course as it sailed across the fields. The air and the sky darkened and

through them the sun shone redly, and there was a raw sting in the air. During the night the 

wind raced faster over the land, dug cunningly among the rootlets of the corn, and the corn 

fought the wind with its weakened leaves until the roots were freed by the prying wind and 

then each stalk settled wearily sideways toward the earth and pointed the direction of the 

wind.

The dawn came, but no day. In the grey sky red sun appeared, a dim red circle that gave a 

little light, like dusk; and as that day advanced, the dusk slipped back toward darkness, and 

the wind cried and whimpered over the fallen corn.

Men and women huddled in their houses, and they tied handkerchiefs over their noses when 

they went out, and wore goggles to protect their eyes. (2-3)

The wind with the dust is not devastating the countryside and the crop, but along with these it 

is devastating also people´s lives. The dust creeps through them, settles inside of them just the 

way it settles in their houses on every single item, and gradually it suffocates them. With no 

sun to brighten the sky, the omnipresent greyness is also inside of people´s minds. It is then 

obvious how people´s lives are under control of nature, how this immense force can influence 

and change people´s lives dramatically. The characters are shown as victims of the hostile 

overwhelming environment, being helpless in the grip of circumstances.

Just as the drought is used for the opening of the novel, the very opposite phenomenon - the 

heavy rain - ends the novel. Chapter 29 gives readers the general description of the flooded 

countryside, and what is most important, it depicts the human lives stricken by this 

catastrophe. The rain, for which people longed at the beginning of the novel, is now the force 
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that makes their lives misery. Once again, they are obliged to leave their temporary dwellings, 

while the water is penetrating the soil, homes, and even car engines. Although men are trying 

to build dykes to stop the water from rising, it will not stop. Nature proves its power over

people again and whatever effort they can exercise, it will never be enough to conquer nature. 

People are too weak in this respect and they are determined by nature. Steinbeck goes on to 

show what consequences this natural disaster may have. It is presented as the initial impulse 

causing a chain of inevitable effects. One of the consequences is the fact that there is no work 

available for the following three months. People are filled with horror which is steadily 

growing in them. Accordingly, illnesses spread among people and children are with no cure to 

help them as people cannot afford to pay for doctors. And all of this provokes even greater 

anger in people.

Then from the tents, from the crowded barns, groups of sodden men went out, their clothes 

slopping rags, their shoes muddy pulp. They splashed out through the water, to the towns, to 

the country stores, to the relief offices, to beg for food, to cringe and beg for food, to beg for 

relief, to try to steal, to lie. And under the begging, and under the cringing, a hopeless anger 

began to smoulder. And in the little towns pity for the sodden man changed to anger, and 

anger at the hungry people changed to fear of them. Then sheriffs swore in deputies in droves, 

and orders were rushed for rifles, for tear gas, for ammunition. Then the hungry men crowded 

the alleys behind the stores to beg for bread, to beg for rotting vegetables, to steal when they 

could. (511)

Under the desperate circumstances, these people turn to desperate acts, having no one to reach 

out to them. And consequently, by committing these desperate acts the public opinion 

condemns them as pure beggars and criminals. They are no longer viewed as human beings 

but as mere animals governed by their instincts. That is one of the features typically found in 

naturalistic novels. People are presented as masses of flesh and blood subjected to the natural 

laws and forces they can barely control. They react to newly arisen conditions just like 

animals, reason being denied and replaced by instinct that is to be followed. 

The original compassion of other people turns into distaste, and finally into hatred and there 

seems to be no way out of this. The gap between the two parts of society is growing 

substantially. Doctors are always too busy to be able to help them, and so dead bodies are 

taken away by coroners´ wagons. Having no money, they cannot afford to provide their 

friends and their loved ones with a decent funeral. They are kept from the nice 
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neighbourhoods just like wild animals, by means of guns. Once again Steinbeck shows how 

people are lowered to animal level, they are unwanted in their surroundings and thus banished 

from them. Moreover, they cannot preserve some of the basic human rituals which help to 

form the human essence.

2.5 Living conditions

It is one of the aims of naturalistic novels to provide readers with the objective description of 

reality which is very often full of misery and poverty. Themes of naturalistic novels tend to be 

grey, sad and negative, the plots usually set in inconvenient environment. Writers choose such 

themes in order to be able to demonstrate the influence of environment and circumstances on 

people´s lives, which is one of the main features of Naturalism. Accordingly, Steinbeck chose 

the period of the Great Depression, which had a huge impact on everyday life of a great 

number of Americans.

Throughout the book, we are given descriptions of the living conditions of people during the 

Great Depression, which made a number of people out of work and deprived them also of 

their homes. For example, when Tom is talking about the time he spent in prison, he mentions 

one of his prisonmates, who, after being released from prison, commits a crime deliberately 

so that he could get back to prison. At home he had no electricity, no showers, nothing to read 

and bad food. In comparison with his home prison was much more comfortable. 

People have no jobs, no money and so they are forced to leave their homes. However, even 

for the departure they need some resources and so they have to unite in their effort to save 

enough money. That is the case of the Joads. When Tom returns from prison, he comes only

to find their old house almost destroyed and all his family gone. They have moved to his 

uncle´s house to pluck cotton and get ready for their journey. 

Many people have become homeless and it is the loss of their homes that characterizes their 

distress. They have to pack their belongings, load their cars with them and by doing so a part 

of them dies. They simply have to adjust to the new circumstances as they are not able to lead 

their lives the way they did before.

"But them sons-a-bitches at their desks, they jus´ chopped folks in two for their margin of 

profit. They jus´ cut ´em in two. Place where folks live is them folks. They ain´t whole, out 
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lonely on the road in a piled-up car. They ain´t alive no more. Them sons-a-bitches killed 

´em." (58)

These are the words of Casy, the preacher. At the beginning when he meets Tom he tells him 

that he is no preacher any more, as he stopped believing in Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. 

What he believes in now is the Human Spirit. He realizes that the people who have lost their 

homes need something to cling to, they need some hope which they could live for.

"I gotta see them folks that´s gone out on the road. I got a feelin´I got to see them. They gonna 

need help no preachin´ can give ´em. Hope of heaven when their lives ain´t lived? Holy Sperit 

when their own sperit is downcast an´ sad? They gonna need help. They got to live before 

they can afford to die."(59)

Before setting out on their journeys they have to sell some of their possessions in order to 

have a little more money. They have to choose what they will keep and what they will give up 

on. Most of these things bear some personal memories and some have been in the families for 

generations, which makes the choice even more painful. Being separated from these things is 

like cutting oneself off from the past. However, they are conscious of the fact that there is no 

time for nostalgia. They are selling their things for very low prices, as those who are buying 

take advantage of the fact that there is nothing else left for the desperate people to do. They 

have to sell a part of themselves. It is a clear example of the relation between people and their

surroundings, the environment they are accustomed to. Environment is an integral part of 

human nature and it is reflected in people´s behaviour. 

Well take it - all junk - and give me five dollars. You´re not buying only junk, you´re buying 

junked lives. And more - you´ll see - you´re buying bitterness. Buying a plough to plough your 

own children under, buying the arms and spirits that might have saved you. Five dollars, not 

four. I can´t haul ´em back - Well, take ´em for four. But I warn you, you´re buying what will 

plough your own children under. And you won´t see. You can´t see.

You´re buying years of work, toil in the sun; You´re buying a sorrow that can´t talk. But 

watch it, mister. There´s a premium goes with this pile of junk and the bay horses - so 

beautiful - a packet of bitterness to grow in your house and to flower, some day. We could 

have saved you, but you cut us down, and soon you will be cut down and there´ll be none of us 

to save you. (98-99)
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Those who are buying do not understand this as they are blind and they do not see but their 

profit. There are various ways how people react and adapt to new circumstances. Some people 

truly adjust themselves to the new conditions and merge with the changed reality. In order not 

to be crushed by the changes they decide to merge with the dominant majority, which ensures 

them relative well-being. The self-preservation instinct spurs them into action and they do not 

hesitate to turn their back on friends.

There should be some kind of solidarity among people, in reality there is just the abuse of 

power. They want to make money and it is of no importance to them that while doing so they 

deprive others of not only their possessions, but also of their human dignity, showing them 

how little they mean. People are no longer treated like people but like negligible insignificant

creatures. This approach is in accordance with the Darwin´s evolution theory demonstrating 

the necessity to adjust to the environment in order to survive. According to that, only those 

who are strong enough are able to face up to problems and surmount them.

The hope those people need is represented by California. It is a dream state, with plenty of 

sun, plenty of work and thus with a plenty of hope. There are hundreds of handbills describing 

California as paradise on earth, but there are also thousands of people who get to these 

handbills and are attracted by the image of living dignified life again. People do not realize 

that they are not the only ones who have decided to head for this presumed paradise, on the 

other hand they may know it but they do not want to admit it. They still cling to the vision of 

being human beings again.

And so they begin their long journey along which they encounter other difficulties. Steinbeck

describes this exodus, which includes within itself a considerable part of the experience of a 

large number of Americans during the thirties. The dispossessed pour in their broken-down 

old cars across the mountains and the desert into the rich valleys of California. The individual 

people become a whole species and they start to behave as a mob.

However, they are not unwanted only in their home states, but also everywhere along the way. 

Once again they meet people´s greed and desire to gain money from other people´s misery. 

They are travelling in their jalopies, being afraid all the time that these might break down. 

And if that happens and if they need a new car component, the price is very high. But 

knowing they cannot do without these components, they agree and people´s cupidity wins one 

more time. Nonetheless, there are also people who do not renounce humanity and these 
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people brighten up the hope that not everything and everybody is rotten. However, it must be 

admitted that such cases are rather exceptional and their altruism to some degree defies the 

dog-eat.dog principle of Darwin-bred Naturalism.

And here´s a story you can hardly believe, but it´s true, and it´s funny and it´s beautiful. There 

was a family of twelve and they were forced off the land. They had no car. They built a trailer 

out of junk and loaded it with their possessions. They pulled it to the side of 66 and waited. 

And pretty soon a sedan picked them up. Five of them rode in the sedan and seven on the 

trailer, and a dog on the trailer. They got to California in two jumps. The man who pulled 

them fed them. And that´s true. But how can such courage be, and such faith in their own 

species? Very few things would teach such faith.

The people in flight from the terror behind - strange things happen to them, some bitterly 

cruel and some so beautiful that the faith is refired forever. (140)

The longer they are on the road and the closer they get to their destination, the more doubt 

sets in them. They encounter people who are coming back from California because they could 

find no job. Even though they do not completely believe them, the dream they have been 

living for so long does not seem so real any longer. They hear stories about the real face of the 

dream California and in these stories

California is a state of sun, but definitely not a state of work for everyone. The reality is much 

less glorious than the promised land was supposed to be like. 

"It ain´t that big. The whole United States ain´t that big. It ain´t that big. It ain´t big enough. 

There ain´t room enough for you an´ me, for your kind an´ my kind, for rich and poor 

together all in one country, for thieves and honest men. For hunger and fat. Whyn´t you go 

back where you come from?" 

This is a free country. Fella can go where he wants.

That´s what you think! Ever hear of the border patrol on the California line? Police from Los 

Angeles - stopped you bastards, turned you back. Says, if you can´t buy no real estate we 

don´t want you. Says, got a driver´s licence? Let´s see it. Tore it up. Says you can´t come in 

without no driver´s licence. 

It´s a free country.

Well, try to get some freedom to do. Fella says you´re jus´ as free as you got jack to pay for 

it." (137-138)
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People in California do not want to accept these poor people as they take them for a threat. 

They are scared they might endanger their carefree lives and so they do not even want to let 

them in. They do not need any poor people to fill their sunny state. The thing that matters is 

the amount of money one has. Being rich opens the door to a lot of places, not having enough 

makes one a beggar waiting outside the door until he is banished. The gap between the poor 

and the rich cannot be bridged as the rich are unwilling to accept it. Steinbeck depicts the 

behaviour and the sharp contrasts dividing the two groups of people. Those who are on the 

move are regarded as herds of animals, simply following their instincts. And instincts are 

obeyed also by the rich, whose aim is to protect their well-being. 

"People gonna have a look in their eye. They gonna look at you an´ their face says: "I don´t 

like you, you son-of-a-bitch." Gonna be deputy sheriffs, an´ they´ll push you aroun´. You 

camp on the roadside, an´ they´ll move you on. You gonna see in people´s face how they hate 

you. An´- I´ll tell you somepin. They hate you ´cause they´re scairt. They know a hungry fella 

gonna get food even if he got to take it. They know that fallow lan´s  a sin an´ somebody´

gonna take it. What the hell!" (239)

These people, who are summarily referred to as Okies within the book, are excluded from 

normal life. The reason for this is that they are considered just poor people with no right for 

decent treatment. Other people, considering themselves superior to these people, do not want 

to see the misery they live in and so they wish to keep them as far away as possible. For them 

they are on the same level as animals, whose journey seems to be endless.

The boy in white went into the iron building where his helper laboured over a book of bills. 

"Jesus, what a hard-looking outfit!"

"Them Okies? They´re all hard-lookin´."

"Jesus, I´d hate to start out in a jalopy like that."

"Well, you and me got sense. Them goddamn Okies got no sense and no feeling. They ain´t 

human. A human being wouldn´t live like they do. A human being couldn´t stand it to be so 

dirty and miserable. They ain´t a hell of a lot better than gorillas.".....

"You know, they don´t have much trouble. They´re so god-damn dumb they don´t know it´s 

dangerous. And, Christ Almighty, they don´t know any better than what they got. Why 

worry?" (257-58)
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The opinion of this boy, who works at a gas station where a lot of people on the road stop, is 

shared by the majority of people. They despise the migrant people for being dirty, for not 

looking after themselves enough, but they do not take into consideration that if somebody is 

travelling for several days in an old car full of people and stuff, without much money, they do 

not have much opportunity to lead a normal life. What the other people do not see either is the 

fact that they are partly responsible for what they are scared of and for what they dislike so 

much - the fate of the poor people. They do not understand that these people are under the 

control of the devastating power of the society and of the economic situation. They think that 

they are on the move of their own free will and that they choose this style of life, which is of 

course totally untrue. They do not give them a single chance to make them feel like human 

beings. The only thing they long for is success, entertainment and prosperity. Nothing else 

will ever bother them. In contrast to them, what the poor people desire is much more humble -

land and food. And it is also for this reason that the others disdain them and fear them at the 

same time. 

They were hungry, and they were fierce. And they had hoped to find a home, and they found 

only hatred. Okies - the owners hated them because the owners knew they were soft and the 

Okies strong, that they were fed and the Okies hungry; and perhaps the owners had heard 

from their grandfathers how easy it is to steal land from a soft man if you are fierce and 

hungry and armed. The owners hated them. And in the towns the storekeepers hated them 

because they had no money to spend. There is no shorter path to a storekeeper's contempt, 

and all his admirations are exactly opposite. The town men, little bankers, hated Okies 

because there was nothing to gain from them. They had nothing. And the labouring people 

hated Okies because a hungry man must work, and if he must work, if he had to work, the 

wage payer automatically gives him less for his work; and then no one can get more. (272-

273)

When people arrive in California they immediately start to look for a job but soon they 

discover that all the rumours they heard prove to be true. There are no jobs available. They 

settle in camps full of people like them and men leave the camps each morning in search of a 

job, hoping that this day they will be successful. The conditions in these camps, called 

Hoovervilles, are very bad, but there is nothing better for these people, except for the federal 

camps, which are, however, not very numerous. Steinbeck gives a precise description of these 
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camps, revealing all the misery people are forced to live in. These places become their new 

homes and as they start to adjust to them, they begin to be transformed and become a real part 

of these new surroundings.

The rag town lay close to water; and the houses were tents, and weed-thatched enclosures, 

paper houses, a great junk pile. The man drove his family in and became a citizen of 

Hooverville - always they were called Hooverville. The man put up his own tent as near to

water as he could get; or if he had no tent, he went to the city dump and brought back cartons

and built a house of corrugated paper. And when the rains came the house melted and 

washed away. He settled in Hooverville and he scoured the countryside for work, and the 

little money he had went for petrol to look for work. In the evening the men gathered and 

talked together. (274)

People know that they are in this misery together and so there grows this sense of 

companionship and solidarity, which in a way helps them to survive. They share the personal 

emptiness and collapse and they all experience the impoverishment of social opportunity as 

well as of the inner life. It is also necessary as otherwise they would have absolutely no one to 

trust and to count on. For Californians they are poor parasites. 

We got to keep these here people down or they´ll take the country. They´ll take the country.

Outlanders, foreigners.

Sure, they talk the same language, but they ain´t the same. Look how they live. Think any of us 

folks´d live like that? Hell, no! (276)

The hunger and despair of the poor people represents a real threat to other people, they are 

scared of them, not knowing what they can expect from them. They compare them to the 

armies of Germans and Turks and so they decide to treat them rough and to scare them as 

well. That is the only way they can think of.

How can you frighten a man whose hunger is not only his own cramped stomach but in the 

wretched bellies of his children? You can´t scare him - he has known a fear beyond every 

other. (277)
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They want to fight them, imagining them as a regular army whose only desire is to occupy 

their land, but they do not realize that what pushes them forward is the misfortune of their 

lives, of their children and the fear for them. The police and sheriffs come and burn down 

their camps, which makes people set out on a new journey just to find a new Hooverville and 

set up a new home. And in the meantime other families in Oklahoma, Arkansas and Kansas 

leave their homes and start their journey with the only aim - California. The overall current 

social and economic situation would have to be changed if the exodus was to be stopped. 

They do not understand that what they see are not but symptoms of the disease and the poor 

people are merely its victims.

"The great owners formed associations for protection and they met to discuss ways to 

intimidate, to kill, to gas. And always they were in fear of a principal - three hundred 

thousand - if they ever move under a leader - the end. Three hundred thousand, hungry and 

miserable; if they ever know themselves, the land will be theirs, and all the gas, all the rifles 

in the world won´t stop them. And the great owners, who had become through their holdings 

both more and less than men, ran to their destruction, and used every means that in the long 

run would destroy them. Every little means, every violence, every raid on a Hooverville, every 

deputy swaggering through a ragged camp put off the day a little and cemented the 

inevitability of the day. (279)

All the people who are disgusted by the poor people, their lives and their behaviour, just like 

the boy working at the gas station, accuse these people of not being human beings anymore. 

They compare them to animals, saying these are of one kind. Nevertheless, it is these orderly 

people who are much less human, being unable to show any sign of compassion whatsoever. 

Moreover, their treating these people with contempt increases the despair and the anger and 

by giving them no options they in fact force them to live like animals.

There was no order in the camp; little grey tents, shacks, cars were scattered about at 

random. The first house was nondescript. The south wall was made of three sheets of rusty 

corrugated iron, the east wall a square of mouldy carpet tacked between two boards, the 

north wall a strip of roofing paper and a strip of tattered canvas, and the west wall six pieces 

of gunny sacking. Over the square frame, on untrimmed willow limbs, grass had been piled, 

not thatched, but heaped up in a low mound. The entrance, on the gunny-sack side, was 

cluttered with equipment. A five-gallon kerosene can served for a stove. It was laid on its side, 
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with a section of rusty stove-pipe thrust in one end. A wash boiler rested on its side against 

the wall; and a collection of boxes lay about, boxes to sit on, to eat on. A Model T Ford sedan 

and a two-wheel trailer were parked beside the shack, and about the camp there hung a 

slovenly despair. (282)

The conditions in the camps are very poor, people have very little or nothing to eat. They 

have no money to buy food because a lot of people in these camps cannot get any job, no 

matter how hard they try. And if they do find a job, the wages are usually not high enough to 

feed a whole family. It is caused by the fact that people longing for a job are willing to take 

any job for whatever wages, which consequently enables the employees to lower the wages. 

They simply know that people will always try to adjust to the new situation and to cope with 

it and consequently there will always be someone they can hire. So the wages are lower, 

people make less money, but the prices of goods remain on the same level. However, the truth 

is that even if employees, for example farmers, are willing to give people more money, they 

cannot as they are under the control of banks, which usually govern Farmers’ Associations. 

This demonstrates the overall inability of people to have control over their deeds as well as 

the fact that they are subjected to external forces determining their lives.

“Well, I belong to it. We had a meeting last night. Now, do you know who runs the Farmers’ 

Association? I’ll tell you. The Bank of the West. That bank owns most of this valley, and it’s 

got paper on everything it don’t own. So last night the member from the bank told me, he 

said: “You’re paying thirty cents an hour. You’d better cut it down to twenty-five.” I said: 

“I’ve got good men. They’re worth thirty.” And he says: “It isn’t that,” he says. “The wage is 

twenty-five now. If you pay thirty, it’ll only cause unrest. And by the way,” he says, “you 

going to need the usual amount for a crop loan next year?” Thomas stopped. His breath was 

panting through his lips. “You see? The rate is twenty-five cents – and like it.” (345)

As has been mentioned, there exist also federal camps, where the living conditions for people 

are much better, there are jobs available for people within the camp, and these are the only 

places where the poor people can feel like human beings again. However, these federal camps 

are resented by local people. One of the reasons is that the police and sheriffs cannot simply 

destroy these camps as they do not have access into them unless there is some unrest. 

Knowing this, the police decide to provoke such unrest, which will give them the right to 
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enter the camp. Fortunately, the men from the camp learn about this plan of the police in 

advance and manage to prevent the incident by working together. 

But if there is no job available in the surroundings, they have to pack their things and move to 

another place, a different town, where the chance of getting a job is higher. However, these 

federal camps are not to be found everywhere and so people end up in some Hooverville, and 

have to face the cold treatment again. These places are controlled by sheriffs with guns. The 

new Hooverville where the Joads arrive is characterized by total silence and gloomy mood, 

there is no laughter like in the federal camp. People do not talk, they do not even look at each 

other, they move around as only empty bodies. These camps deprive people of their 

humanity, they are imprisoned in them like animals in cages. The externals and the character 

of the camps influence the appearance and the mood of their inhabitants, who yield to the 

despair hanging over these places and in the end accept it. 

Poverty is one of the biggest problems of the people and it is connected with the inability to 

find any kind of work. The usual tactics of farmers when they need to hire people for picking 

fruit is to print and distribute a great many handbills so that they would attract as many people 

as possible. These people come to the farms with the prospect of making for example twenty-

five cents an hour, but because there are so many of them the farmers lower the wage as they 

know some people from those who have arrived  will always want to work, even for this small 

wage. They simply abuse the misery of people. This provokes in some people the idea of 

going on strike, which they consider a way to force the farmers to keep the promised wages. 

Nevertheless, even though they do manage to organize a strike and succeed in resisting for 

some time, in the end they must yield. The failure is in fact inevitable, because the power of 

the police is too big for them to be able to face it. 

This is an example of a futile fight of people against power over which they can never 

triumph. They are not fighting only the police, but the whole society, the state of affairs. But 

they are mere individuals and the pressure of the environment is too strong for them to defy 

and defeat.

2.6 Mood of people

The general mood of people during the Great Depression is that of despair, misery and 

nothingness. They are affected by the current situation which is reflected in their feelings and 
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behaviour. Steinbeck provides readers with a description of the situation he witnessed 

himself. He depicts people who are going through years of poverty, high unemployment, who 

are leaving their homes and along with these they are leaving behind also a part of their lives. 

They are about to try to start from the very beginning again, but even the hope that future 

might be better crashes to pieces. People are gradually losing faith in what they used to 

believe in, the old values once taken for granted prove to be of no significance any longer. 

The former positive belief in the human power, in progress, faith in human capacity to 

overcome difficulties is replaced by disenchantment and acceptance of the fact that people are 

just natural creatures subjected to its laws. 

When Tom meets Casy, the preacher, on his way home from prison, they spend some time 

talking and Casy says that he does not preach much anymore as there is very little Holy Spirit 

in people. He can see the change in himself when he compares the way he used to preach 

before and the way he is doing it nowadays. When he is preaching now it is not with all of his 

heart, he is not trying to convince people as he is not sure whether he himself still believes in 

what he is preaching. He knows there is still some kind of spirit inside of him, yet he feels it is 

a different kind of spirit. And so now he is preaching just because people expect him to do so. 

There is anger in people, which is steadily growing with their increasing misfortune. Clashes 

appear also between groups of people who used to be neighbours, used to get on well 

together, but the current situation makes them enemies. For example, those who are hired by 

the owners to work on their land are considered traitors by those who have to move out of 

their homeland. They accept such a job simply to have a regular wage, which is all that 

matters to them. They feel no sense of betrayal and continue to help banish people from their 

homes. Those who are forced to leave cannot understand how people of their own kind can 

turn their back on them. If it was a complete stranger having no relationship to the land they 

might understand it, but not like this. And so they are determined to defend their property 

even with guns. Nevertheless, this fight can never be won as there will always be someone in 

a tractor whose task will be to destroy the houses. There exist also people who simply will not 

leave, even if they are expelled, they do not set off with the rest of their family on the journey 

to California. They want to remain in the place where they were born and that they have never 

left before. And so they have to hide because now they are not on their own property 

anymore, they sleep outside and hunt animals as there is nowhere else for them to go. They 

become animals themselves, being hunted by decent people. They stay alone and when they 
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dare enter the land they may be caught by the guards protecting the properties. And these 

guards are again people they have known for so long as they come from the same place. And 

that is what fills the hearts of people with anger. They can see that those who have 

accustomed to the environment have a good chance of succeeding in their lives, while those 

who want to deny it are doomed to failure.

The banks, having become forced controlling people´s lives, do not understand what the land 

means to the people who have spent their entire life on it, who are attached to this land full of 

memories. For them leaving their land is like denying themselves. On the contrary, for the 

bank the land represents just a source of money. This scramble for money is one of the 

features in naturalistic novels and in the Grapes of Wrath it is the Bank that symbolizes this 

perpetual hunger.

“Like a ol’ graveyard ghos’ goin’ to neighbours’ houses in the night. Peters’, Jacobs’ 

Rance’s, Joad’s; an’ the houses all dark, standin’ like miser’ble ratty boxes, but they was 

good parties an’ dancin’. An’ there was meetin’s and shoutin’ glory. They was weddin’s, all 

in them houses. An’ then I’d want to go in town an’ kill folks. ‘Cause what’d they take when 

they tractored the folks off the lan’? What’d they get so their “margin a profit” was safe? 

They got Pa dyin’ on the groun’, an’ Joe yellin’ his first breath, an’ me jerkin’ like a billygoat 

under a bush in the night. What’d they get? God knows the lan’ ain’t no good. Nobody been 

able to make a crop for years. But the sons-a-bitches at their desks, they jus’ chopped folks in 

two for their margin of profit.” (58)

When people decide to leave their homes it proves the strength and courage which is inside of 

them. Misery may wake in people such strength they were not aware of before. But they have 

to be even stronger while separating themselves from all the objects that are so ordinary on 

the one hand, but so precious on the other one. It is not only children who suffer because they 

are not allowed to take their favourite toys with them, but also adults having to leave behind 

things which remind them of their deceased relatives. These moments of deciding are very 

painful, yet inevitable. They feel broken and defeated.

The women sat among the doomed things, turning them over and looking past them and back. 

This book. My father had it. He liked a book. Pilgrim’s Progress. Used to read it. Got his 

name in it. And his pipe – still smells rank. And this picture – an angel. I looked at that before 

the fust three come – didn’t seem to do much good. Think we could get this china dog in? 
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Aunt Sadie brought it from the St Louis Fair. See? Wrote right on it. No, I guess not. Here’s a 

letter my brother wrote the day before he died. Here’s an old-time hat. These feathers – never 

got to use them. No, there isn’t room. 

How can we live without our lives? How will we know it’s us without our past? No. Leave it. 

Burn it. (101)

Their lives have fallen apart and they are allowed to take only some of the parts and thus, they 

can never make their lives whole again. It may be this loss of a part of themselves that makes 

people display more solidarity with others. They know that what they had to go through is 

exactly what the others have gone through as well and this feeling makes even complete 

strangers companions. For example, the Joad family, even though they do not have much 

space and food, decide to take Casy with them. Or the Wilsons lend the Joads their tent when 

they see that their sick grandpa needs some comfort as he is dying. 

“We’re proud to help. I ain’t felt so – safe in a long time. People needs – to help.” (163)

The family bond is now the essential force that keeps people together on their way. And one 

of the worst things that can happen is the rupture of this bond. When the men in the Joad 

family suggest dividing into two groups that would travel independently, the mother insists on 

them staying together. Although they assure her that they will meet again she is not willing to 

let this happen, because she knows that once they split, it will be difficult to find each other 

again in an unknown big state. It is the first time they have seen their mother really angry and 

violent and she does this only because she knows that the only thing they have now is the 

family. 

All families have a similar fate. They have been forced off their land and now they are 

heading for a new place where they hope they might settle and live a calm life again. There 

are thousands of such families, holding in their hands handbills distributed in thousands, 

believing the dream of a peaceful life might come true eventually. They see that there is no 

time for regret, they must act and move on. These people, all lonely and confused, they are all 

coming from a land of sorrow and defeat and this makes them feel as one. They share their 

lives, their food, as well as their hopes. When a family finds a place to camp and settles there, 

they are joined by another family passing by and thus companionship of families is set. They 

are not individuals anymore and they create a new species. Their shared experience and fate 

puts them together. They are all victims of the same force far beyond their control. 
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In the evening a strange thing happened: the twenty families became one family, the children 

were the children of all. The loss of home became one loss, and the golden time in the West 

was on dream. And it might be that a sick child threw despair into hearts of twenty families, of 

a hundred people; that a birth there in a tent kept a hundred people quiet and awestruck 

through the night and filled a hundred people with the birth-joy in the morning. A family 

which the night before had been lost and fearful might search its goods to find a present for a 

new baby. In the evening, sitting about the fires, the twenty were one. They grew to the units 

of the camps, units of the evenings and the nights. A guitar unwrapped from a blanket and 

tuned – and the songs, which were all of the people, were sung in the nights. Men sang the 

words, and women hummed the tunes. (225-226)

These are the precious moments when people can feel like normal human beings and can 

enjoy the company of their soulmates. They can feel the joy of life, even if for a short period 

of time. The truth is that in the rest of the time they do not feel like people anymore as they 

are not treated so. There are situations when other people make it obvious for them that they 

are unwanted and there is no place for them. They often have to swallow their dignity and 

accept their inferior position in order not to get into trouble. In fact they have to admit that 

they are on a lower level than the decent rest of society. And at these very moments life seems 

to be nothing but a terrible nightmare.

“Well, goddamn it, you’re goin’ the wrong way. We ain’t gonna have no goddamn Okies in 

this town.”

Tom’s shoulders and arms were rigid, and a shiver went through him. Ma clung to his arms. 

The front of the truck was surrounded by the armed men. Some of them, to make a military 

appearance, wore tunics and Sam  Browne belts.

Tom whined: “Which way is it at, mister?”

“You turn right around an’ head north. An’ don’t come back till the cotton’s ready.”

Tom shivered all over. “Yes, sir,” he said. He put the car in reverse, backed around and 

turned. He headed back the way he had come. Ma released his arm and patted him softly. And 

Tom tried to restrain his hard smothered sobbing. 

“Don’ you mind,” Ma said. “Don’ you mind.”

Tom blew his nose out the window and wiped his eyes on his sleeve. “The son-of-bitches-“

“You done good,” Ma said tenderly. “You done jus’ good.”….
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Ma asked timidly: “Where we goin’ Tom?”

“Goin’ south,” he said. “We couldn’t let them bastards push us aroun’. We couldn’t.” (328-

329)

At such moments people have to let the others treat them with disdain and contempt, having 

no possibility to react in a proper way. And when they do react as they wish to and express 

their opinion on the hostile behaviour, if they do dare defend themselves to regain their 

deprived dignity, if just for a while, all that they can get is punishment

At the end of the novel, when the heavy rains attack the countryside and its inhabitants, new 

misery falls on all people. They have even less food as there is no work and the despair grows 

again. Men have to steal if they want their families to survive, but these criminal acts are the 

fruit of the misfortunate situations of these people. In fact, they cannot be blamed as the 

miserable conditions provoked these reactions in them. If they were put in a convenient 

environment where there would be no lack of money, food and other necessary things for a 

decent life than these people would certainly behave in a completely different way, quite

according to the naturalistic approach. 

The women watched the men, watched to see whether the break had come at last. The women 

stood silently and watched. And where a number of men gathered together, the fear went from 

their faces, and anger took its place. And the women sighed with relief, for they knew it was 

all right – the break had not come; and the break would never come as long as fear could 

turn to wrath. (512)

People are more likely to break if they feel there is no solution to their problems, if they feel 

confused and frightened. In contrast, if these feelings are replaced by wrath, there is a 

possibility that people will overcome the wrong and suffering. The wrath represents one of 

the instincts shared by animals as well as by humans. In order to survive one has to be strong 

enough to defeat his enemies and the wrath is a force which can push him forward.

2.7 Change of life and society

The society of this time is, just like any other society, divided into two main groups of people 

– the rich and the poor. However, during the Great Depression the distinction between these 
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two groups is very strict and there is a wide gulf between them. The financial situation of 

people is reflected also in their behaviour and attitude to others. It is especially the life of the 

poor people that attracted naturalistic writers who wanted to record the cruel experience of 

these people.

The sharp contrast between the two groups of people is obvious in the behaviour of the rich 

owners of land or their spokesmen who come to their lands in limousines and while talking to 

the tenants they do not even bother to get out of their cars. Thus they demonstrate their 

superior position which no one has the right to question. It must be acknowledged that some 

of them are kind and they hate what they have to do and some are angry because they hate to 

be cruel. It shows how even these people are not in full control of their actions. They cannot 

behave according to their wishes, but in line with the rules of the environment in which they 

find themselves. 

The owners often blame the banks for the mistreatment, saying it is the bank that wants, 

insists and must have the land and the money. It seems as if there is a new master in society 

over which people have no control. The bank, created by men, starts to live its own life and 

the owners use this as the grounds for their conduct. Thus, they do not have to take their own 

responsibility. Banks are depicted as monsters enslaving all people, monsters that have to 

grow and in order to grow well they need food, in other words money and land.

You’ll have to get off the land. The ploughs’ll go through the door-yard. 

And now the squatting men stood up angrily. Grampa took up the land, and he had to kill the 

Indians and drive them away. And Pa was born here, and he killed weeds and snakes. Then a 

bad year came and he had to borrow a little money. An’ we was born here. There in the door 

– our children born here. And Pa had to borrow money. The bank owned the land then, but 

we stayed and we got a little bit of what we raised.

We know that – all that. It’s not us, it’s the bank. A bank isn’t like a man. Or an owner with 

fifty thousand acres, he isn’t like a man either. That’s the monster.

Sure, cried the tenant men, but it’s our land. We measured it and broke it up. We were born 

on it, and we got killed on it, died on it. Even if it’s no good, it’s still ours. That’s what makes 

it ours – being born on it, working it, dying on it. That makes ownership, not a paper with 

numbers on it.

We’re sorry. It’s not us. It’s the monster. The bank isn’t like a man.

Yes, but the bank is only made of men.
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No, you’re wrong there - quite wrong there. The bank is something else than men. It happens 

that every man in a bank hates what the bank does, and yet the bank does it. The bank is 

something more than men, I tell you. It’s the monster. Men made it, but they can’t control it. 

(36-37)

But neither the bank nor the owners are listening to the cries of people, they do not care at all 

that these people belong to their land, that when they are working on it they are working with 

care and love. Unlike them, all the bank and the owners are interested in is profit and in the 

name of profit anything can be done, there exist no barriers. They want profit and they want it 

quick. So they come up with ideas which might make their profit even bigger –

mechanization. It provides them with a lot of advantages. Firstly, it saves time, and secondly, 

using tractors involves fewer employees and consequently less money paid to these 

employees. After they use up the land, they leave it to someone else. No emotions involved in 

business bring more money.

The mechanization and use of tractors is a big theme in the novel and whole passages are 

dedicated to it. The tractor represents one of the external forces banishing people from their 

land, a force over which people are totally helpless. The old way of ploughing of land, full of 

care and affection, is totally different from the new mechanized way, which is emotionless 

and there is no relationship between the person and the land. Tractors ignore hills, fences and 

houses, they just keep moving forward. Also the person controlling the tractor looks just like 

a robot, having gloves to protect his hands and a dust-mask to protect his nose and mouth. 

Working like this, the person cannot really see the earth, cannot smell it, the machine has 

taken control not only of the land, but also of himself. If he does not succeed in making a seed 

grow, he feels nothing as the land means nothing to him. He has simply adjusted to the new 

way which becomes automatic and natural for him.

He loved the land no more than the bank loved the land. He could admire the tractor – its 

machined surfaces, its surge of power, the roar of its detonating cylinders; but it was not his 

tractor. Behind the tractor rolled the shining disks, cutting the earth with blades - not 

ploughing but surgery, pushing the cut earth to the right where the second row of disks cut it 

and pushed it to the left; slicing blades shining, polished by the cut earth. And pulled behind 

the disks, the harrows combing with iron teeth so that the little clods broke up and the earth 

lay smooth. Behind the harrows, the long seeders – twelve curbed iron penes erected in the

foundry, orgasms set by gears, raping methodically, raping without passion. The driver sat in 
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his iron seat and he was proud of the straight lines he did not will, proud of the tractor he did 

not own or love, proud of the power he could not control. And when that crop grew, and was 

harvested, no man had crumbled a hot clod in his fingers and let the earth sift past his finger-

tips. No man had touched the seed, or lusted for the growth. Men ate what they had not 

raised, had no connection with the bread. The land bore under iron, and under iron gradually 

died; for it was not loved or hated, it had no prayers or curses. (39-40)

In fact, not only machines, but also men become mechanized. They do not do it of their own 

free will, but unless they want to be crushed by the environment, they have to submit 

themselves to new order. And so they just do automatic movements all day long, then get out 

of their iron companion and go home, with no traces of earth on their hands. They become 

alienated, feeling no joy or fear in connection with their work. They and the machines appear 

on the same level as for humanity. Tractor drivers have replaced farmers just the way tractors 

have replaced horses. More generally, mechanization stands in contrast to life, real life filled 

with emotions. Houses are abandoned and the land is abandoned as well. The real life has 

disappeared. Now the land is full of these iron machines only thanks to their high efficiency. 

They are highly appreciated despite taking people’s land and houses.

And this is easy and efficient. So easy that the wonder goes out of work, so efficient that the 

wonder goes out of land and the working of it, and with the wonder the deep understanding 

and the relation. And in the tractor man there grows the contempt that comes only to a 

stranger who has little understanding and no relation. For nitrates are not the land, nor 

phosphates; and the length of fibre in the cotton is not the land. Carbon is not a man, nor salt 

nor water nor calcium. He is all these, but he is much more, much more; and the land is so 

much more than its analysis. The man who is more than his chemistry, walking on the earth, 

turning his plough-point for a stone, dropping his handles to slide over an outcropping, 

kneeling in the earth to eat his lunch; that man who is more than his elements knows the land 

that is more than its analysis. But the machine man, driving a dead tractor on land he does 

not know and love, understands only chemistry; and he is contemptuous of the land and of 

himself. When the corrugated iron doors are shut, he goes home, and his home is not the land. 

(132-133)

The life becomes just a succession of individual steps and acts, which have no value as a 

whole. They are done mechanically and there is no appreciation of the activity itself at all. 
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There is no emotional load and so even the results of the work one does are of no 

significance. The only point of view that matters is the financial success. Money has the 

power to influence and control people´s lives. The belief in the traditional values such as 

family, man´s faith in his natural moral sense and thus his responsibility for his actions, all 

these values are under the attack of the predatory efficiency of market capitalism whose inner 

workings are laid bare in the naturalistic novel.

People on the road are changing as well. At home they were people full of energy and 

enthusiasm as they had their land, their work and their families safe. Now, when they are on 

their way to an unknown place in their jalopies, they start to resemble these cars. Just like 

them, people are broken, running out of energy and their fate is very unpredictable. They are 

suffering and the wounds made in them by those who forced them off their land will not heal 

as they are too deep. They have been stricken by a great force without being able to protect 

themselves.  And other people get hurt and they decide to leave the doomed place they still 

call home.

Casy said: I been walkin’ aroun’ in the country. Ever’body’s askin’ that. What we comin’ to? 

Seems to me we don’t never come to nothin’. Always on the way. Always goin’ and goin’. Why 

don’t folks think about that? They’s movement now. People moving. We know why, an’ we 

know how. Movin’ ‘cause they got to. That’s why folks always move. Movin’ ‘cause they want 

somepin better’n what they got. An’ that’s the on’y way they’ll ever git it. Wantin’ it an’ 

needin’ it, they’ll go out an’ git it. It’s bein’ hurt that makes folks mad to fightin’. I been 

walkin’ aroun’ the country, an’ hearin’ folks talk like you. /p.146/

“Here’s me that used to give all my fight against the devil ‘cause I figgered the devil was the 

enemy. But they’s somepin worse’n the devil got hold a the country, an’ it ain’t gonna let go 

till it’s chopped loose. Ever see one a them Gila monsters take hold, mister? Grabs hold, an’ 

you chop him in two an’ his head hangs on. Chop him at the neck an’ his head hangs on. Got 

to take a screwdriver an’ pry his head apart to git him loose. An’ while he’s layin’ there, 

poison is drippin’ an’ drippin’ into the hole he’s made with his teeth.” (147-148)

The harm once done to people can never be taken back. Once people are broken, the wound 

can never be forgotten. Even though it may heal a bit, the traces of it remain. And this wound 

reminds people over and over again of the wrong they have experienced, of the suffering they 

have had to bear. 
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The people in the West are beginning to be scared, they know that thousands of strange 

people are coming to their state. They are scared because they feel that a change is about to 

come with them. These strange people represent a threat for them, but they do not realize 

what is actually happening, what is bringing these desperate people to their state. They do not 

think about the reasons for this movement, they see only what is present, right in front of their 

eyes.

The western land, nervous under the beginning change. The Western States, nervous as 

horses before a thunderstorm. The great owners, nervous, sensing a change, knowing nothing 

of the nature of the change. The great owners, striking at the immediate thing, the widening 

government, the growing labour unity; striking at new taxes, at plans; not knowing these 

things are results, not causes. Results, not causes; results, not causes. The causes lie deep and 

simply – the causes are a hunger in a stomach, multiplied a million times; a hunger in a 

single soul, hunger for joy and some security, multiplied a million times; muscles and mind 

aching to grow, to work, to create, multiplied a million times. The last clear definite function 

of man – muscles aching to work, minds aching to create beyond the single need – this is man. 

To build a wall, to build a house, a dam, and in the wall and house and dam to put something 

of Manself, and to Manself take back something of the wall, the house, the dam; to take hard 

muscles from the lifting, to take the clear lines and form from conceiving. (173)

The people in the West do not understand the essence of man and that is partly a reason for 

their misunderstanding of the whole situation. They see the coming people just as parasites 

who want to take a part of their land in order to occupy it. They are not aware of the causes of 

their exodus, neither of the fact that they did not leave voluntarily. They do not see that the 

people desire if only a little piece of land they could cultivate, a piece of land where they 

could plant seeds and where they could watch their crop grow. Having a piece of land is a sort 

of self-fulfilment for them, a way to confirm their human existence. By that they could face 

up to the misery that is set upon them.

And this is shared by most of the people coming from the East. They all have this dream, after 

having lost the land that they had and cherished for generations, they want to tie themselves 

again to a piece of land whose harvest would bring them happiness. The individual fates 

transform into a common, a shared fate of all the people, they become a unit and they start to 

think as one. Solidarity is growing in this group and the people become allies in their despair. 
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The mass values prevail and shape people´s lives as they have lost control of themselves. 

People put aside self-centeredness and accept the responsibility for all people.

One man, one family driven from the land; this rusty car creaking along the highway to the 

west. I lost my land, a single tractor took my land. A am alone and I am bewildered. And in 

the night one family camps in a ditch and another family pulls in and the tents come out. The 

two men squat on their hands and the women and children listen. Here is the node, you who 

hate change and fear revolution. Keep these twp squatting men apart; make them hate, fear, 

suspect each other. Here is the anlage of the thing you fear. This is the zygote. For here “I 

lost my land” is changed; a cell is split and from its splitting grows the thing you hate – “We 

lost our land.” The danger is here, for two men are not as lonely and perplexed as one. And 

from this first “we” there grows a still more dangerous thing: “I have a little food” plus “I 

have none”. If from this problem the sum is “We have a little food”, the thing is on its way, 

the movement has direction. Only a little multiplication now, and this land, this tractor are 

ours. The two men squatting in a ditch, the little fire, the side-meat stewing in a single pot, the 

silent, stone-eyed women; behind, the children listening with their souls to words their minds 

do not understand. The night draws on. The baby has a cold. Here, take this blanket. It’s 

wool. It was my mother’s blanket – take it for the baby. This is the thing to bomb. This is the 

beginning – from “I” to “We”. (174-175)

This development of people becoming united in their effort to survive is what the people in 

the west fear most. Fighting individuals is a lot easier and the outcome is more predictable. 

Contrary to this, fighting a group of people full of determination involves more sophisticated 

measures and the result may not be that clear. People as a group become more powerful, not 

only is the force of a mass of people bigger, but also the awareness of unity drives people 

forward and gives the so much needed strength and courage. Also, they are taken more 

seriously while announcing their demands. By cooperation people can think of better ways to 

solve their problems and have a better chance of succeeding.

By living together people are making a new society, a new world of their own. In this world 

they are the masters and they are making the rules by which they abide. They create their 

codes, laws; each member of the society has his role which he performs. They do this 

voluntarily, willingly, without being commanded. Nonetheless, it must be pointed out that the 

original cause of the creation of the new society was again forced by external influences. If 
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they had not been banished from their land and if they had not needed to try to overcome the 

obstacles, such a society would not have had to be set up.

The families learned what rights must be observed – the right of privacy in the tent; the right 

to keep the past black hidden in the heart; the right to talk and to listen; the right to refuse 

help or to accept, to offer help or to decline it; the right of son to court and daughter to be 

courted; the right of the hungry to be fed; the rights of the pregnant and the sick to transcend 

all other rights.

And the families learned, although no one told them, what rights are monstrous and must be 

destroyed: the right to intrude upon privacy, the right to be noisy while the camp slept, the 

right of seduction or rape, the right of adultery and theft and murder. These rights were 

crushed, because the little worlds could not exist for even a night with such rights alive.

And as the worlds moved westward, rules became laws, although no one told the families. It is 

unlawful to foul near the camp; it is unlawful in any way to foul the drinking water; it is 

unlawful to eat good rich food near one who is hungry, unless he is asked to share. (226)

People follow all these rules as they know that they are necessary for a proper functioning of 

the worlds which they create. And they need these worlds in order not to be alone, unsafe. By 

creating them they face up to the hostility of their surroundings.

The people, always on the move, make these worlds every single evening. They put up their 

tents and become part of the society that they join. They get accustomed to this new way of 

life, it becomes natural for them to travel all the time and the road becomes their true 

companion. With the help of others they are approaching their destination, and thus a new 

beginning. 

Thus they changed their social life – changed as in the whole universe only man can change. 

They were not farm men any more, but migrant men. And the thought, the planning, the long 

staring silence that had gone out to the fields, were now to the roads, to the distance, to the 

West. That man whose mind had been bound with acres lived with narrow concrete miles. 

And his thought and his worry were not any more with rainfall, with wind and dust, with the 

thrust of the crops. Eyes watched the tyres, ears listened to the clattering motors, and minds 

struggled with oil, with petrol, with the thinning rubber between air and road. Then a broken 

gear was tragedy. The water in the evening was the yearning and food over the fire. Then 

health to go on was the need and strength to go on, and spirit to go on. The wills thrust 
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westward ahead of them, and fears that had once apprehended drought or flood now lingered 

with anything that might stop the westward crawling. (228)

It is a general truth that people have the ability to adjust themselves to the environment which 

they are living in. In fact, if they want to survive, they have no other option. They have to 

forget about the past and have to concentrate on the current state. They have to learn new 

things which are needed under the new circumstances. They find inside of them strength 

which they may not have known about and they have to use this strength to keep moving on.

When people reach the dreamland – California – they find out that the fight is not over yet. 

There are other difficulties which they have to face, the worst of them being the hatred of 

Californians. Although they all come from the same country, the people from the east are 

regarded as invaders. The society breaks in two parts of different levels, the people from the 

east being on the inferior level. The people in the west panic and stand up to defend their state 

from the intruders, reassuring themselves that they are good, unlike the people threatening 

their peace and quiet. They accuse the poor people of being dirty, ignorant and degenerate and 

they equate them with animals. They claim that the poor people are thieves, that they have no 

sense of property and that they bring disease. However, all they can see is just their 

appearance and their behaviour and they do not ask to know what brought the people to 

California, what made them behave that way. They do not think about the reasons and causes, 

they do not realize that people are pushed to action under the influence of the environment.

The local people whipped themselves into a mould of cruelty. Then they formed units, squads, 

and armed them – armed them with clubs, with gas, with gun. We own the country. We can’t 

let these Okies get out of hand. And the men who were armed did not own the land, but they 

thought they did. And the clerks who drilled at night owned nothing, and the little 

storekeepers possessed only a drawerful of debts. But even a debt is something, even a job is 

something. The clerk thought: I get fifteen dollars a week. S’pose a goddamn Okie would 

work for twelve? And the little storekeeper thought: How could I compete with a debtless 

man?

And the migrants streamed in on the highways and their hunger was in their eyes, and their 

need was in their eyes. They had no argument, no system, nothing but their numbers and their 

needs. When there was work for a man, ten men fought for it – fought with a low wage. If that 

fella’ll work for thirty cents, I’ll work for twenty-five. (332)
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The people in the west feel threatened by the huge waves of people coming in search of any 

work. Back at home they used to be farmers, not noticing the development of industry taking 

place elsewhere. They remained untouched by this progress, and they still clung to the land 

that they worked on. But it is partly this development of industry that is responsible for the 

exodus of these people. It represents another circumstance influencing people´s lives, another 

force much more powerful than ordinary people. And all they could eventually do was to 

succumb to this force. 

They were not conscious of the power and danger of these machines until they lost their land. 

After their arrival in California they find nothing but hostility and disdain. They have nothing 

and that is the danger the people in California are aware of. They are conscious of the fact that 

they are driven by their instincts to provide for their families. They need a job desperately so 

that they could feed their families and in this way they endanger the peaceful lives of 

Californians. There is just one group of people that not only welcomes, but calls for more of 

these poor people – the great owners. They take advantage of the huge number of people 

searching for a job to pay less money and they take great interest in this abuse. There is never 

enough money for all people and so the miserable people keep moving along the roads and 

highways and at the same time the anger inside of them keeps growing. Their fate is 

inevitable as the environment is still the same and even though they have come a very long 

way, it does not change. They are still under the same pressure of the circumstances shaping 

their lives without them being able to control it.

There is one more significant change in people’s lives and that is the decline of family. When 

people have suffered for too long, it may occur that the ties that used to be so tight loosen and 

the force that kept the family together for so long vanishes. Tom Joad, after killing a man, is 

searched for and knows that he is a threat to his family and that he has put them in danger. 

Furthermore, he experiences the real identification with the crowd, with the mass of people 

sharing the same fear, anger and pain. 

Ma said angrily: “Tom! They’s a whole lot I don’ un’erstan’. But goin’ away ain’t gonna 

ease us. It’s gonna bear us down.” She went on: “They was the time when we was on the lan’. 

They was a boundary to us then. Ol’ folks died off an’ little fellas come an’ we was always 

one thing – we was the fambly – kinda whole and clear. An’ now we ain’t clear no more. I 

can’t get straight. They ain’t nothing keeps us clear. Al – he’s a-hankerin’ an’ a-jibbitin’ to 
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go off on his own. An’ Uncle John is jus’ a-draggin’ along. Pa’s lost his place. He ain’t the 

head no more. We’re crackin’ up, Tom. There ain’t no fambly now. An’ Rosasharn –“ She 

looked around and found the girl’s wide eyes. “She gonna have her baby an’ they won’t be no 

fambly. I don’ know. I been a-tryin’ to keep her goin’. Winfiel’ – what’s he gonna be, this-a-

way? Getting’ wild an’ Ruthie too – like animals. Got nothin’ to trus’. Don’ go, Tom. Stay an’ 

help.” (462)

The bonds which used to be solid suddenly loosen and this change is due to the situation in 

which people find themselves. But it is not only families that are unable to resist the pressure 

of the surroundings, it concerns all parts of people´s lives. People as a whole, with their 

disposition and nature, are subjected to the forces forming their lives. Even though they may 

not realize it, they are controlled by these external forces and cannot escape them. Any 

decision they make is determined by a given fact and thus they are not truly responsible for 

their actions. 
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3. IN DUBIOUS BATTLE

3.1 Introduction

This novel, just like The Grapes of Wrath, reflects the living conditions of people and the 

atmosphere during the Great Depression, laying the emphasis on social issues. It gives a 

portrayal of the people and events influencing their lives. Salinas, the home county of 

Steinbeck, was often the scene of labour migrations and strikes. This novel is also based on 

personal experience and observation that Steinbeck made. He became familiar with the 

problems that these people had to face due to the fact that he had spent some time with these 

people, lived with them on ranches and farms and was thus able to absorb the real atmosphere 

of the camps where such people had to dwell. This experience was afterwards used in his 

novels, depicting the objective reality of that time. The time spent with the people also 

provided Steinbeck with an intimate knowledge of the working men, such as his attitudes, 

habits and language. He was interested mainly in the fate of people, their lives and their 

humanity. This is proved by the fact that even though the main characters represent the 

Communist ideology, or rather express it, they are still regarded mainly as humans with their 

development. Steinbeck himself wrote in one of his letters, defending his point of view as 

publishers were worried about the fact that the main characters were Communists.

"Does no one in the world want to see and judge this thing coldly? Answering the complaint 

that the ideology is incorrect, this is the silliest of criticism. There are as many communist 

systems as there are communists. They postulate either an ideal communist or a thoroughly 

damnable communist and neither side is willing to suspect that the communist is a human 

subject to the weaknesses of humans and to the greatness of humans." (Lisca 114)

This is important to bear in mind as it helps us to understand that this book is not any kind of 

propaganda promoting the Communist ideology. It should be regarded as a record of one 

particular strike and a description of the background and the circumstances under which this 

happened. The theme of the strike is used to explore people´s thinking as well as behaviour in 

situations when people´s responsibility and determination is needed. And it is also the 

people´s behaviour that demonstrates the non-propaganda nature of the story. The people in 

this novel are not depicted as ideal positive heroes, working together under any conditions 
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enthusiastically. In contrast, they are shown naturalistically, the way they really are - worried, 

frustrated, doubtful, often apathetic and we can see no traces of brotherly love joining them. 

They are broken people, victims of their environment, who are capable of great deeds;

however, their misery is so huge that very often it simply overcomes them. 

We can see the naturalistic features in this Steinbeck´s novel as well. Once again Steinbeck 

chose people who are on the margins of society - migrating workers, but unlike in the Grapes 

of Wrath, where he watched the whole process of migration and the difficulties people had to 

face afterwards, in In Dubious Battle he chooses one particular event - the organization of the 

strike - and on its basis he portrays the influence of the environment on people, the way they 

are subjected to the conditions under which they live, as well as the inability to escape this 

fate. In addition to that, this novel is also based on his observation and its aim is to provide 

readers with an accurate account of the events.

3.2 The strike

The strike represents the main subject of the novel, it is its central point, defining the whole 

course of the story. The whole process of the strike is depicted with its preparations, reasons 

and progress. If we want to search for the causes of the strike, they are expressed, though 

generally, at the beginning of the novel. The Great Depression had a huge effect on people´s 

lives, making a number of them unemployed, and banishing them from their homes. They 

consequently became migrant workers who had to travel constantly, trying to find any job 

which might alleviate their poverty. There grew steadily anger in people, anger against 

employers, against people not willing to help these poor people anyhow, anger against the 

impossibility to change the current situation. People were surrounded by this anger but some 

of them decided not to submit to the general resentment.

"I´m getting to this: In that cell were five men all raised in about the same condition. Some of 

them worse, even. And while there was anger in them, it wasn´t the same kind of anger. They 

didn´t hate a boss or a butcher. They hated the whole system of bosses, but that was a 

different thing. It wasn´t the same kind of anger. And there was something else, Mac. The 

hopelessness wasn´t in them. They were quiet, and they were working; but in the back of every 
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mind there was conviction that sooner or later they would win their way out of the system they 

hated. I tell you, there was a kind of peacefulness about those men." (20)

And it is this anger and the determination not to yield that drives people into action. Some of 

them realize that if they want to survive they must not let the banks and the owners of land 

exploit them any longer and treat them like animals. Just like in The Grapes of Wrath, also in 

this novel it is the bank that represents the overwhelming power over which ordinary people 

have absolutely no control. This power devastates their lives and squeezes strength out of 

them. In order that they could accomplish their goal - to conquer the beast, which may be 

viewed also as just a symbol of external influences governing peoples´s lives - they must 

unite. Suddenly it is not only one angry person, there are now more of them and it is this 

united anger that is the motive power of the movement. Steinbeck had interest in the study of 

identification with the crowd, which turns out to be a species of its own. 

"Maybe there´s been too much goin´ hungry; maybe too many bosses´ve kicked hell out of the 

men. I dunno. I just feel it in my skin."

"It´s anger," the old man cried. "That´s what it is. You know when you´re about to get figtin´, 

crazy mad, you get a hot, sick, weak feelin´ in your guts? Well, that´s what it is. Only it ain´t 

just in one man. It´s like the whole bunch, millions and millions was one man, and he´s been 

beat and starved, and he´s gettin´ that sick feelin´ in his guts. The stiffs don´t know what´s 

happenin´, but when the big guy gets mad, they´ll all be there; and by Christ, I hate to think of 

it. They´ll be bitin´ our throats with their teeth, and clawin´ off lips. It´s anger, that´s what it 

is. "(58)

The novel ends when there comes the crucial moment which will decide about the outcome of 

the whole strike. Either people will prove their resolution to continue with their fight, or they 

will be overcome by the frustration that has been killing their zeal for some time. In other 

words, it is about the possibility and capacity to succeed in defeating one´s fate and in facing 

up to the given state of affairs, in liberating themselves from the clutches of the environment.

Mac, one of the main characters, is the one whose task is to encourage people to go on strike 

in order to get the promised, but afterwards lowered, wages. However, people need a stimulus 

to awaken their perseverance to act, and so he decides to take advantage of the injury of an 

old man, who fell off a damaged ladder, to point out to the conditions under which people 
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have to work. This functions as an impulse for people to wake up from their daily routine and 

want to join the strike. 

The moment he stopped talking turbulence broke out. Shouting and laughing, the men eddied. 

They seemed filled with a terrible joy, a bloody, lustful joy. Their laughter was heavy. Into the 

rooms they swarmed, and carried out their things and piled them on the ground - pots and 

kettles, blankets, bundles of clothing. The women rolled out push-carts for their children. 

(119)

This is the beginning of the formation of the new species - the mob - which is made up of 

individual people, but their individual characteristics no longer apply to the overall 

characteristics of the mob. Steinbeck shows how people under certain circumstances can 

change, how they stop being themselves if facing a different state of affairs. In other words, 

they change along with their environment, which proves that there is a mutual relation 

between people and their surroundings.

The strike is described from a realistic point of view, and thus we can witness the whole 

process without any embroidering the truth. This can be illustrated by the moment when Mac

is explaining how to conduct such a strike. In order to convince people to be a part of the 

strike, one must make them believe that it is them who decide about the strike, that it is them 

who choose for themselves. They must be given the idea that they are responsible for their 

actions and consequently that they can change the given state of affairs.

"Now look - here´s the way to do it. If you want ´em to vote for something, you say, "Do you 

want to do it?" and if you want to vote down somethin´, you just say, "You don´t want to do 

this, do you?" and they´ll vote no. Make ´em vote on everythin´, everythin´, see? They´re all 

ready for it." (91)

As soon as they start the strike the police arrive to explain to them what they are committing. 

The dialogue between the leader of the strike and the sheriff proves the unbalanced relation 

between these two, as well as the unlimited power of the police and the actual helplessness of 

ordinary people. The police are able to use any possible means to make the people put an end 

to their strike, including bribing and promising a better-paid job for the leader in return for 

laying down their arms. The police possess enough power to control people´s lives in any way 

they want to, and it is totally impossible for ordinary people to demand justice. Again it is 
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clear that people have no control over their lives, it is the bank, the police and other outer 

forces that hold power over them.

The police use threats and intimidation in order that they would manipulate people into the 

behaviour that they desire. 

"Then we kick you off this place in half an hour. Then we blacklist the whole damn bunch of 

you. You can´t go any place; You can´t get a job any place. We´ll have five hundred deputy

sheriffs if we need ´em. That´s the other side. We´ll see you can´t get a job this side of hell. 

What´s more, we´ll jug your pals here, and see they get the limit." (116)

If the strikers want to succeed in their fight they must be very careful about every little detail 

which might put them at a disadvantage. They plan thoroughly how to set up the camp where 

they will be living, they are concerned about the sanitation and the overall conditions of the 

camp. They are conscious of the fact that if the police spot any discord they will not hesitate 

to take use of it to be able to close down the camp. They want to make sure that none of the 

people suffer from a disease which might provoke a contagion. As they say, the moment they 

start the strike the health authorities will become very attentive to the health conditions inside 

the camp, although otherwise they do not bother at all. The living conditions, which are very 

poor, are of no importance to the majority. Starvation, lack of medical supplies, all the misery 

these people live in and which Steinbeck describes, concerns only a certain part of people and 

thus is not solved.

"All right, Doc. This is the best set-up I´ve seen for a long time. I want to work out some 

ideas. I don´t want this ruckus to get out of hand." He gulped some of the coffee. "Sit down on 

that box. We´ve got five acres of private property. You´ll have all the help you need. Can you 

lay out a camp, a perfect camp, all straight lines? Dig toilets, take care of sanitation, garbage 

disposal? Try to figure out some way to take baths? And fill the air so God-damn full of 

carbolic or chloride of lime that it smells healthy? Make the whole district smell clean - can 

you do that?" (111-112)

The strike goes through several stages which are characterized by the mood of people. People 

being the main body of the strike, the strike is a reflection of their state of spirit. As people 

change, the strike changes with them. If people are filled with enthusiasm and zeal, and are 

eager to fight, then the strike has fewer obstacles in its way and as such should be feared. On 
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the other hand, if people´s spirit has faded and there is no force in them to push them forward, 

then the strike regresses as well. Or it could be viewed also the other way round and then we 

could see how the current situation of the strike, its prospects or expected failure influence 

people´s lives. This is an example of how people and their surroundings are interconnected 

and co-exist in a firm relation. 

An apathy had fallen on the men. They sat staring in front of them. They seemed not to have 

the energy to talk, and among them the bedraggled, discontented women sat. They were 

listless, and stale. They gnawed thoughtfully at their meat, and when it was finished, wiped 

their hands on their clothes. The air was full of their apathy, and full of their discontent. (158)

The mood of individual people affects the overall atmosphere of the crowd. People are just 

gazing, thinking about their lives, comparing the past with their current situation and they are 

slowly falling apart. This is the danger and threat to the success of any strike or fight. The 

moment people lose faith in what they are doing, if they lose faith in the sense of the aim that 

they intended to achieve, then apathy fills their souls and greyness veils their eyes. When they 

are not aware of any positive prospects, when the current situation gives them no hope of 

success, then they lose their own hope as well as they adapt to the current circumstances 

which devours them.

What is needed in such a situation is a new stimulus which might help to revive the strength 

in people so that they would not submit to the weakness they feel. Moreover, it must be a 

stimulus of a long-lasting effect, otherwise people will fall into the state of indifference again. 

Exactly this happens to the people in the novel. The reason lies in the fact that they may have 

been frustrated and have suffered for too long to be able to muster up all their strength and 

remain strong. The pressure of the environment is so strong that it is extremely demanding to 

overcome it.

The fury departed as quickly as it had come. They stood away from the victims. They panted 

heavily. Jim looked without emotion at the ten moaning men on the ground, their faces kicked 

shapeless. Here a lip was torn away, exposing bloody teeth and gums; one man cried like a 

child because his arm was bent sharply backward, broken at the elbow. Now that the fury was 

past, the strikers were sick, poisoned by the flow from their own anger glands. They were 

weak; one man held his head between his hands as though it ached terribly. (164)
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However, what is presented to the public is only the first part - the fighting. People can read 

about the strikers in newspapers and, unfortunately, they are not given accurate information. 

They do not know about the suffering of these people, about the poverty that they are living 

in. On the contrary, they receive such information that discourages them from supporting the 

strikers. The government, in their efforts to undermine the position of the strikers, come up 

with various methods to bring them into disrepute. Even though they do commit some 

criminal acts, such as burning a house, readers of the newspapers will not learn that it is a 

kind of consequence and revenge for what has been committed on them, a reaction to the 

maltreatment they have to deal with. The public does not seem to understand that the 

behaviour of the strikers is conditioned by the environment they are living in. Furthermore, 

they are even accused of what they did not perpetrate.

This county takes care of it sown people, but these strikers do not belong here. They flout the 

laws, and destroy life and property. They are living on the fat of the land, supplied by secret 

sympathizers. This paper does not, and has never believed in violence; but it does believe that 

when law is not sufficient to cope with these malcontents and murderers, an aroused citizenry 

must take a hand. The incendiary deserves no mercy. We must drive out these paid trouble-

makers. This paper recommends that citizens inquire into the sources of luxuries these men 

have been given. It is reported that three prime steers were slaughtered in their camp 

yesterday. (266)

The government declare that they provide the strikers with food and consequently, when the 

strikers ask ordinary people for food, these are no longer willing to give them any as they 

believe that they are fed by the government. In reality, people are lacking in food and feel 

even more miserable. In such a state of mind the failure of the strike seems inevitable. People 

are starting to lose their fight also when there is no authority that they could look up to and

when there seems to be nothing that might unite them. 

However, at times, when there is a force that is capable of giving these people enough energy 

to fight by tearing them out of the influence of the circumstances these start to behave as one 

individual. Such a crowd possesses much more might and power, yet it is hard to predict how 

this crowd will behave. The thinking of a crowd is different from that of an individual since 

the crowd is no longer a group of people, instead it is a creature of its own. Human beings are 

at such moments approaching the animal level.
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"That´s not what I mean. The animal don´t want the barricade. I don´t know what it wants. 

Trouble is, guys that study people always think it´s men, and it isn´t men. It´s a different kind 

of animal. It´s as different from men as dogs are. Jim, it´s swell when we can use it, but we 

don´t know enough. When it gets started it might do anything." His face was alive and excited, 

and slightly fearful. (288)

This particular strike is doomed to failure. The sheriff returns to the camp to announce that 

they have two options. Either they will leave the camp by the next morning, or the camp will 

be destroyed. 

Nonetheless, even if one particular strike does not come to a successful end and the people 

lose, the fight cannot be seen as futile. It brings people together and teaches them to cooperate 

in pursuit of their common goal. It gives them an opportunity to share their misfortune, which 

in consequence relieves the misery that they feel since they know that they are not on their 

own. It shows the power of the environment, how it can influence individual lives and their 

behaviour in any situation.

"Listen," he said. "I guess we´re goin´ to lose this strike. But we raised enough hell sp maybe 

there won´t be a strike in the cotton. Now the papers say we´re just causing trouble. But we´re 

getting the stiffs used to working together; getting bigger and bigger bunches working 

together all the time, see? It doesn´t make any difference if we lose. Here´s nearly a thousand 

men who´ve learned how to strike. When we get a whole slough of men working together, 

maybe - maybe Torgas Valley, most of it, won´t be owned by three men. Maybe a guy can get 

an apple for himself without going to jail for it, see? Maybe they won´t dump apples in the 

river to keep up the price. When guys like you and me need a apple to keep our Goddamn 

bowels open, see? You´ve got to look at the whole thing, London, not just this little strike. 

(258)

In this part Mac points out to the fact that most of the land usually belongs to only a few 

people, who control a vast part of it. It proves the division of the society, which is very often 

depicted in naturalistic novels. We can see the manipulation the strikers have to bear and there 

is no possible way for them to escape it. The owners only hire people for the harvest and they 

control also the amount of money paid to the workers. Another issue, which is mentioned also 

in the Grapes of Wrath, is the destruction of the crop which cannot be sold. At this time a lot 

of people are starving, yet the crop is kept away from them, with the aim being to keep the 
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prices of the crop high. If the abundance was given to people, the prices on the market would 

decrease and that is exactly what has to be prevented. The rules of the whole process are 

given beforehand and there is no way to contradict them. Steinbeck shows the futility of a 

fight against a fixed set of affairs which man is not able to change. The only thing he can do is 

to conform to it. 

The strike requires a lot of resolution from people and it also necessitates sacrifices from 

them. While trying to reach the successful end there must be at least some people who are 

totally devoted to the idea and deny their own personal needs for the sake of the strike. Mac is 

convinced about the rightness of the strike from the very beginning, whereas Jim, after being 

involved in the activities connected with the strike, gradually becomes more and more 

inclined to the idea and his certitude grows stronger, so that in the end he seems to be almost 

fanatical. However, just as they display their resolve, they expect the same from others as 

well. They demand sacrifices from them since they believe that the aim that they want to 

achieve is of much greater value than anything else. They feel they can change the reality, that 

they can defeat fate, or at least they need to believe it.

"It isn´t long ago I saw my mother die; seems years, but it wasn´t long ago. She wouldn´t 

speak to me, she just looked at me. She was hurt so bad she didn´t even want a priest. I guess 

I got something burned out of me that night. I´m sorry for Anderson, but what the hell. If I can 

give up mu whole life, he ought to be able to give up a barn." (302)

The poverty, frustration and injustice have such an impact on the people that they are able to 

change. Such people no longer care only about themselves, but they decide to devote their life 

to something more valuable and more persistent. At the time the working conditions are very 

poor, the rights of workmen do not almost exist. Thus, the idea of strike is just the first step 

for people to become conscious of the fact that they might try to defend themselves from the 

ongoing abuse. The strike represents their fight not only against the owners of land but against 

the whole system, against the helplessness and inability to control their own lives. And 

although they know that like in any other fight people have to expect that some lives will be 

lost, they must be persistent in their determination to face up to their misery.

Mac put his unfinished food down on the box. "Look," he said. "In a war a general knows he´s 

going to lose men. Now this is a war. If we get run out o´ here without a fight, it´s losing 
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ground." For a moment he covered his eyes with his hand. "London," he said. "It´s a hell of a 

responsibility. I know what we should do; you´re the boss; for Christ´s sake, do what you 

want."(305)

The outcome of the whole strike remains unknown as we do not know whether the death of 

Jim will fill the people with so much energy, as well as anger, that they will want to continue 

in their fight. However, the original end of the strike is planned by the people themselves after 

they are threatened by the sheriff. In order to prevent people from being killed by the armed 

men, who will come to destroy the camp, they decide to give in and end their strike, but first 

they want to organize voting so that everyone could make his own personal decision. This 

proves how they have learned to live in a group and to cooperate, which is highly appreciated 

by Mac. However, it also proves the fact that they are not capable of gaining control over 

their own lives and so it is natural that they yield.

Mac laughed loudly. "Why, that´s fine," he said. "Why, that makes it better. I thought they 

might sneak out. But if they want to vote, that means they´re still working together. Oh, that´s 

fine. They can break up, if they do it by their own consent. (310)

3.3 Means of the fight

In the name of strike almost any means leading to achieving the goal can be used. This 

attitude of one of the main characters is visible in several situations happening all throughout 

the novel. At such moments his behaviour seems human no more. He takes advantage of the 

misery and difficult situations of people in order to gain liking and appreciation, and thus 

support for the strike. On the other hand it must be understood that this behaviour of theirs is 

only a consequence of the influence that the environment has on them.  One of such situations 

is the birth of a baby. He voluntarily offers his help, claiming to have some experience, which 

turns out not to be true eventually. In fact, he wants to use the birth as an opportunity for his 

agitation, caring little about the woman and the baby.

"Well, Christ Almighty, I had to! We´ve got to use whatever material comes to us. That was a 

lucky break. We simply had to take it. ´Course it was nice to help the girl, but hell, even if it 

killed her - we´ve got to use anything."
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"With one night´s work we´ve got the confidence of the men and the confidence of London. 

And more than that, we made the men work for themselves, in their own defense, as a group. 

That´s what we´re out here for anyway, to teach them to fight in a bunch. Raising wages isn´t 

all we´re after. You know all that." (53-54)

Even if their aims are highly appreciated, sometimes people resort to such methods while 

trying to accomplish their goal, which lower their estimate. Regardless of the rousing words 

they may use, they cannot conceal the real nature of their acts. Those people simply abuse 

others in a particular situation which they find convenient for their purpose. And it is the 

purpose that outweighs anything else. The individual lives are of no value unless they are 

needed to be benefited from. The human life is lowered to an inferior level, like that of an 

animal, and thus it can be easily manipulated.

Mac said sharply, "Why didn´t the cops catch those guys in the windows? Look at the cops, 

they´re scared to death. We´ve got to take him, I tell you. We´ve got to use him to step our 

guys up, to keep ´em together. This´ll stick ´em together, this´ll make ´em fight."

Dakin grimaced. "You´re a cold-blooded bastard. Don´t you think of nothing but strike?" 

(149)

The death of an old friend of theirs is used to help them stir up spirit in people so that they 

would be more enthusiastic about the strike. They stress the necessity to use his body partly 

also because he would have wished so anyway, being a fighter all his life. They do not accept 

the objections that he should be left in peace, claiming it is his last chance to work in the 

name of strike. They take advantage of the given circumstances and people become only 

instruments that are played on while creating the eternal tragicomedy of human life. 

While preparing the strike they need to acquire a piece of land where they could camp. They 

remember one of their allies whose father possesses some land which might be used for this 

purpose of theirs. Thus, they decide to convince him to allow them to camp there for some 

time. While doing so, they point at the weak spot, which is the fact that his property is 

mortgaged and so if he wants to have complete control of his property he must first pay it off. 

They show him that he himself is abused and under control in the same way as they are and so 

should sympathize with them.
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“And who are your neighbours?” Mac said quickly. “I’ll tell you who they are: Hunter, 

Gillray, Martin. Who holds your paper? Torgas Finance Company. Who owns Torgas 

Finance Company? Hunter, Gillray, Martin. Have they been squeezing you? You know God 

damn well they have. How long you going to last? Maybe one year; and then Torgas Finance 

takes your place. Is that straight? Now suppose you got a crop out with no labor charges; 

suppose you sold it on a rising market? Could you clear out your paper?” (100-101)

This man puts his life and property, as well as the life and property of his son, at risk. 

However, this does not provoke any kind of appreciation on Mac´s part, since he believes that 

liking people is just a waste of time and makes things only complicated. The world is 

dehumanized and any human affection hinders progress rather than helps it. It may be this 

wild insensitive agitation that makes other people feel uneasy about them and they prefer to 

keep their distance from them. However, their inhuman behaviour only reflects the 

inhumanity of the majority society, which proves the undeniable relation between individuals 

and their surroundings.

In the end, the son is beaten in revenge for helping the strikers and their barn is set on fire. 

Nevertheless, this is understood only as one of the necessary sacrifices which occur in any 

fight. The end simply justifies the means.

Mac said harshly, “We can’t help it, Doc. He happens to be the one that’s sacrificed for the 

men. Somebody has to break if the whole bunch is going to get out of the slaughter-house. We 

can’t think about the hurts of one man. It’s necessary, Doc.”

“I wasn’t questioning your motives, nor your ends. I was just sorry for the poor old man. His 

self-respect is down. That’s a bitter thing to him, don’t you think so, Mac?”

“I can’t take time to think about the feelings of one man.” Mac said sharply. “I’m too busy 

with big bunches of men.” (182-183)

The fact that the life of an individual is of no importance and feelings have to be put aside can 

be illustrated also by the death of the old friend Joy. Mac wants to use his dead body to 

awaken men from their apathy and indifference. He knows that they have no control over 

themselves and that they just react to given facts and circumstances and so he is able to 

influence their behaviour.
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“If you think this is sentiment, you’re nuts, Doc. I want to see if it’d be a good idea for the 

guys to look at him tomorrow. We got to shoot some juice into ‘em some way. They’re dyin’ 

on their feet.”

Burton said, “Fun with dead bodies, huh?”

Jin insisted earnestly, “We’ve got to use every means, Doc. We’ve got to use every weapon.”

Mac looked up at him appreciatively. “That’s the idea. That’s the way it is. If Joy can do 

some work after he’s dead, then he’s got to do it. There’s no such things as personal feelings 

in this crowd. Can’t be. And there’s no such things as good taste, don’t you forget it.” (185)

The old man, however, looks calm and quiet and thus is of no use for them. In contrast, the 

comfortable look of his might make others want to die too and be in peace finally. The 

personality of Mac is best described by the Doctor.

“Mac,” he said, “you’re the craziest mess of cruelty and hausfrau sentimentality, of clear 

vision and rose-colored glasses I ever saw. I don’t know how you manage to be all of them at 

once.” (187)

During Joy´s funeral Mac makes the speech to the strikers. Again, it is an opportunity for him 

to wake up the energy in the frustrated and broken men, and to arouse their zeal for fight. He 

appeals to the people’s minds just the way a preacher does. He manages to provoke a very 

emotional reaction on the people’s side and he takes control of the crowd. It proves the 

naturalistic belief that people are under the influence of their environment and their behaviour 

is characterized by the reactions to it. This example also puts forward the way a mob is 

created and that it is also a kind of reaction to the given circumstances. Its birth is conditioned 

by the external forces and ongoing events. 

His voice was growing softer and softer, and his eyes watched expertly, saw faces becoming 

tense, trying to catch the words of his softening tone, saw the people leaning forward. “I knew 

him.” Suddenly he shouted, “What are you going to do about it? Dump him in a mud-hole, 

cover him with slush. Forget him.”

A woman in the crowd began to sob hysterically. “He was fightin’ for you,” Mac shouted. 

“You goin’ to forget it?”

A man in the crowd yelled, “No, by Christ!” (205)
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All the people transform into a homogenous crowd, swaying to the words of Mac, listening to 

him attentively, being under his total control. And that is what is necessary in any fight – a 

charismatic leader whose personality is so powerful that he is capable of bringing people to 

action. 

The behaviour of Mac and Jim seems almost mechanical. They know the strategy which they 

do not cease to use in order to triumph. Apart from being precise in their conduct they are also 

cold and show no signs of any feelings. There seems to be nothing that would stop them in 

their fight. There are no barriers, no limits, even a child can be beaten as for them it is not a 

kid, but a threat, a danger that has to be eliminated.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t a scared kid, it was a danger to the cause. 

It had to be done, and you did it right. No hate, no feeling, just a job. Don’t worry.”

“Don’t think of it,” Jim said. “It’s just a little part of the whole thing. Sympathy is as bad as 

fear. That was like a doctor’s work. It was an operation, that’s all. I’d done it for you if I 

wasn’t bunged up. S’pose the guys outside had him?” (248-249)

Nonetheless, it must be acknowledged that they use not only other people but also themselves 

if they feel they might be of help. It is the case of Jim, who all throughout the novel becomes 

more and more devoted to the idea of the strike. This is caused by the unceasing influence of 

the environment he has been living in. He wants to show people his bleeding injury to 

encourage them not to give in. However, in the end he is shot dead and his whole body is 

presented to the crowd. In this way he serves the others as a model of a real fighter for the 

welfare of other people and such an example may have a huge impact on others.

London handed the lantern up, and Mac set it carefully on the floor, beside the body, so that 

its light fell on the head. He stood up and faced the crowd. His hands gripped the rail. His 

eyes were wide and white. In front he could see the massed man, eyes shining in the 

lamplight. Behind the front row, the men were lumped and dark. Mac shivered. He moved his 

jaws to speak, and seemed to break the frozen jaws loose. His voice was high and 

monotonous. “This guy didn’t want nothing for himself-“(312-313)

The novel depicts the course of a strike whose main representatives stress its importance and 

focus on making people feel the need for the strike themselves.  They are agitators who want 

to provoke the zeal in people so that these would join them, being fully convinced. They 
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repeatedly emphasize the necessity of the strike and they can be very emotional when 

appealing to people. However, they do not represent the only point of view. There is the 

character of the doctor, whose objective voice can be heard in the story. He functions as a 

naturalistic observer of all the events. He expresses the opinions about people´s incorrigibility 

and naivety. Whenever people establish something, for example a system of living, they 

believe that it is fixed for good. They do not realize that everything changes and develops, and 

whatever plans and dreams they have, these can never be totally fulfilled. Moreover,

sometimes the idea which people are fighting for is suddenly put aside as people´s minds are 

controlled by the idea of a fight, rather than by the idea of fulfilling their objective.

The doctor joins them in their strike but he is not definitely on their side. He is characterized 

by the scientific detachment from them. His attitude is much more that of a kind of scientist. 

He has theories about life, about group-man as a new species, of which strikers are a 

manifestation. He believes that if we choose one side, we limit our vision as well as our 

objectivity. He is with them to watch, to be able to see the progress and development of the 

people in a group. He compares strikes to the infection, which penetrates and spreads through 

people´s bodies, yet the outcome can hardly be predicted. People affected by this infection are 

transforming into a new individual. There is a difference in the behaviour of an individual and 

of a group-man. 

"It might be like this, Mac: When group-man wants to move, he makes a standard." God wills 

that we recapture the Holy Land´; or he says, "We fight to make the world safe for 

democracy"; or he says, "We will wipe out social injustice with communism." But the group 

doesn´t care about the Holy Land, or Democracy, or Communism. Maybe the group simply 

wants to move, to fight, and uses these words simply to reassure the brains of individual men. 

I say it might be like that, Mac." (131)

As he says himself, he does not believe in their cause, but he believes in people. He is 

conscious of his own need to help people and that is what makes him stay with them. When 

he sees the pain and suffering of theirs, he cannot leave them. But he does not agree with the 

means and methods which are used during the strike. He does not approve of using any 

violence, as violence can build only violence, and thus people will forever continue to fight. 

His observations of the people are very accurate and objective, just like those made by 

naturalistic writers.
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"There aren´t any beginnings," Burton said. "Nor any ends. It seems to me that man has 

engaged in a blind and fearful struggle out of a past he can´t remember, into a future he can´t 

foresee nor understand. And man has met and defeated every obstacle, every enemy except 

one. He cannot win over himself. How mankind hates itself."

Jim said, "We don´t hate ourselves, we hate the invested capital that keeps us down."

"The other side is made of men, Jim, men like you. Man hates himself. Psychologists say a 

man´s self-love is balanced neatly with self-hate. Mankind must be the same. We fight 

ourselves and we can only win by killing every man. I´m lonely, Jim. I have nothing to hate." 

(230)

Even when people win in their fight, they are in fact defeated by no one else but themselves. 

Nevertheless, there are not many people who understand this. And those who do are 

considered to be too weak or sentimental, lacking in courage to put up a fight. But the truth is 

that all constant fighting is futile as people are totally under control of their environment and 

thus they cannot win completely. They may win partially but the power they want to face up 

to is much stronger than them and so they are condemned to a never-ending battle.
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4. CONCLUSION

Naturalism is a literary movement characterized by the determining and influencing factors of 

the environment which govern people´s lives. People are shown as being subjected to the 

natural laws and external forces far beyond their control. They are stripped of their free will 

and all of their conduct is viewed as a reaction and submission to the overwhelming influence 

of their surroundings. 

The aim of naturalistic writers is to provide an accurate record of the everyday reality, to 

show it objectively, but what distinguishes Naturalism from Realism is the already mentioned 

attempt to determine the forces influencing the action of its subjects.

These features are to be found in both Steinbeck´s novels, The Grapes of Wrath and In 

Dubious Battle. In both these novels the characters are significantly influenced by their 

environment and they are pushed to action. In The Grapes of Wrath the initial force is the 

nature and the economic situation, which makes the living conditions so miserable that the 

dispossessed people are forced to leave their homes. In In Dubious Battle people are also 

under the influence of the economic crisis of that period, the low wages being the impulse to 

make them try to stand up for their rights. 

In both of these novels, the emphasis is placed on the social issues during the Great 

Depression as it was a time of big changes in society with a number of people becoming 

unemployed and losing their homes, fighting the inevitable fate which has taken control of 

their lives. 

One of the possible reactions to the situation present, which is common in both the novels, is 

the identification with the crowd. People adapt to the changed environment by creating a new 

species where individual characteristics are denied and people become a part of a larger 

group, which also gives them a higher chance to survive and overcome adverse 

circumstances. In The Grapes of Wrath it is the migrating families that keep moving on in 

search of a better place to live. In In Dubious Battle it is the group of migrating workers who 

decide to go on strike in the effort to deny the power of their environment. An example of the 

identification may be also found at the very end of The Grapes of Wrath when Rose of 

Sharon, after losing her baby, breastfeeds a dying man. 
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Steinbeck truly managed to give the impression of the atmosphere of that period. He also 

showed the people´s struggle against the nature, bad living conditions, abuse by other people, 

in short against the hopelessness of human life. However, as we can see, this fight is never-

ending and cannot be totally successful, the reason for this being the simple fact that human 

life is conditioned by a range of factors over which people are not able to gain control.
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