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Abstract 

 

This thesis focuses on the theme of the journey and the changes that occur in the 

socio-historical context of the Great Depression as well as in John Steinbeck‘s The Grapes of 

Wrath. The thesis is an expository piece on road literature, its features and how the chosen 

novel has earned its rightful place in the American oeuvre, specifically that of road literature. 

The thesis is separated into two major parts. The former part provides the reader with a socio-

historical context of the Great Depression as well as a background on the historical patterns of  

the ‘journey’ in America and how these two aspects are interrelated in the context of this 

thesis. The latter part constitutes the analysis of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath by 

including the authorial relationship to the novel and the many aspects of the novel as studied 

through the scope of road literature. This part is  further expanded by a close-up analysis of 

the changes in identity of characters in The Grapes of Wrath. The primary focus is on the 

notion of change and how it is connected to the notion of the road, including how the human 

being stands between these notions and is transformed in the process.  

 

Keywords: change, mobility, flight, escape, John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath, American 

Dream, hope, depression, 1930s, Great Depression, Dust Bowl, California 

 

  



 

 

Abstrakt 

 

Tato diplomová práce se zabývá tématem cesty a proměny na základě historicko-

sociologického kontextu Velké hospodářské krize a románu Hrozny hněvu od Johna 

Steinbecka. Práce interpretuje rysy literatury s motivem cesty a důvody proč vybraný román 

tvoří nedílnou součást Amerického literárního kánonu, konkrétně v rámci literatury zabývající 

se tématem cesty a proměny. Diplomová práce je rozdělena na dvě hlavní části. První část 

slouží čtenáři k přiblížení se problematice Velké hospodářské krize v rámci historicko-

sociologického kontextu, historické tendence pohybu a cestování v Americe a jak se tyto dvě 

věci prolínají v rámci této práce. Druhou část tvoří analýza literárního díla Hrozny hněvu od 

Johna Steinbecka spolu s propojením díla a jeho autora, a dále rysů které tvoří dílo součástí 

Amerického literárního žánru o cestování, putování a proměně. Druhá část je dále rozvinutá v 

podrobnou analýzu proměn identity postav z Hroznů hněvu. Hlavní pozornost je věnována 

pojmu proměna a jak se tento pojem pojí s pojmem cesta.  A mezi těmito pojmy se nachází 

člověk který prochází proměnou.  

 

Klíčová slova: proměna, mobilita, let, útěk, John Steinbeck, Hrozny hněvu, americký sen, 

naděje, deprese, 30. léta, období Velké hospodářské krize, Dust Bowl, Kalifornie 
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1. Introduction 
 

The theme of the journey within American literature is not only a repetitive motif, it 

is also a phenomenon that captures something which is essentially “American”. A journey 

can be a means of escape into new spheres of bliss or entropy, as well as a tight rope hung 

between the superficial knowledge of the self to the destination of self discovery. This 

essay hopes to analyze journeys as purely physical forms of displacement, as well as the 

means and eventually the effect of mental transformation. As in the words of Heraclitus: 

“You could not step twice into the same river; for other waters are ever flowing on to 

you.”
1
 A journey is a facilitator of change, for better or for worse, it is a displacement in 

space and time. Whether the landscapes changes from fruitful to utterly parched from 

dehydration, such can be the transformation of the man. The journey that we set out upon 

will most likely change the course of our life as was the case with the Joads in The Grapes 

of Wrath. Every step taken everywhither is a step towards a change; a transformation, a 

difference. It is exactly this sense of journey that this thesis aims to explore.  

The notion of the road features heavily in American literature along with co-existing 

notions of change and mobility. They precede each other, influence each other and exist in 

unison. The road symbolizes a means necessary for mobility to take place as well as a cause 

of change for those who venture upon its surface. It is on a road, namely Route 66, where 

John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath takes place. It constitutes a place of action, mobility, 

hope and despair.  As John Steinbeck writes in Travels with Charley: “We find after years 

of struggle that we do not take a trip; a trip takes us [...] The certain way to be wrong is to 

                                                 
1
 Atchity, Kenneth John, and Rosemary McKenna. The Classical Greek Reader (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1996) 113. 
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think you control it.”
2
 In this way the road can be seen as vehicle of change, but one that is 

oftentimes beyond our control and grasp. As much as we venture forth with a plan of an 

outcome the journey inevitably changes the travel itself and circumstances prepare an array 

of challenges that alter the course of events.  

In this thesis I focus on a range of subject matter. The primary theme, as previously 

stated, is the notion of change as facilitated by the road. Firstly, I illustrate the background 

by depicting the era of the Great Depression and the changes that occurred in American 

public life, in general. I then demonstrate why such historical and cultural changes have had 

such a profound impact on the real and the imaginary; as seen through historical accounts 

and through the fictional story of Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. Having provided the 

backdrop I briefly introduce the historical patterns of American journeys so as to explain 

why the notion of mobility plays a pivotal role in American history; in both cultural and 

fictional terms. I also amplify why the theme of the journey is essentially American and 

what makes it quintessentially so, by highlighting the myth of the American Dream, the 

restlessness of the inhabitants and other features.  

The primary road in focus in this essay is that of Route 66. I lay down the historical 

and cultural developments as well as their implications and significance over the growing 

years of its foundation. Having lain down the background of the 1930s as well as the 

historical patterns of American journeys I conclude by introducing elements of road 

literature. On the basis of establishing the prime elements in the making of specific literary 

pieces works of road literature I then apply these features specifically in connection with 

Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath.  

The choice of this particular novel as a demonstrative example of road literature has 

man many reasons. The primary reason is the presence of the road primary scene of action 

                                                 
2
 Steinbeck, John. Travels With Charley: In Search of America (London: Penguin, 1997) 3-4. 
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in the novel, covering a predominant stretch of its storyline. Further features are studied 

more in depth throughout this thesis. The Joads are a typical example of Steinbeck’s 

“people in flight” and the thesis discusses the phenomenon of the masses escaping to 

California not only historically; with the data taken from the records of the Works Progress 

Association, but also via the individual and collective consciousness of the Joad family. 

The final chapter deals with the identity changes of the individual characters in The 

Grapes of Wrath. This concludes the overall effort to set a historical background to the 

changes happening to the characters in the novel. Thus, this thesis asserts the notion that 

people are subjects of historical circumstance and the primary cause of change is the notion 

of the road in its concrete and abstract meaning.  

The title of the thesis speaks of the direction taken in the process of writing it. The 

use of Steinbeck’s term “people in flight”
3
 is an instrumental and central trope in this piece 

of work. By using the term “flight” I aim to portray a spatial mobility as well as a mobility 

of identity; in other words a shift in the identity of individual characters in The Grapes of 

Wrath. The thesis aims to stipulate an interconnectedness between the social and historical 

conditions of the Depression era, and the character development in Steinbeck’s The Grapes 

of Wrath. Thus, in effect I am attempting convey the link between reality of the 1930s and 

the fictional world of John Steinbeck’s creative genius. Given Steinbeck’s journalist 

background and experience amongst transient workers this link is not far-fetched.  

My intentions are not to convey an exhaustive account of all possible changes that 

the notion of the road have brought about in reality and in fiction. Instead I have restricted 

the analysis to the features of road literature that are applicable. In this way the thesis is an 

expository piece on change; on the transformative forces of the road and how these forces 

have shaped the living circumstances of the Joads as well as their individual identities.  

                                                 
3
 
3
 Steinbeck, John, and Robert J. DeMott. The Grapes of Wrath (New York: Penguin, 2006) 124. 
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2. The American Road 

 

2.1 The Road and the American Spirit 

 

A gravel path, a downtrodden dusty road, a highway, a pebbled country road, a 

muddy road, a cul-de-sac, a boulevard, an alley, an avenue – all of these are paths that lead 

from somewhere to somewhere, or from somewhere to nowhere. The theme of the road is 

deeply rooted in the tradition of American literature. There is something quintessentially 

American and archetypal about the road genre. From Mark Twain’s adventure novels to 

those of Kerouac, the road theme penetrates through the American oeuvre, giving it a lease 

on life and a unique watermark differentiating it from other world literatures. As Brian 

Ireland writes: “the ‘road’ genre is a microcosm of America itself.”
4
 It is planted at the core 

of what it means to “be American” or more precisely of what constitutes “America.” Thus, 

the road is not simply just a means, it is also the beginning, the duration, and the end of a 

new beginning. An America experienced.  

American culture is infused with notions of the road, its influence penetrating the 

medium of music, film and literature. The road theme is celebrated and venerated across the 

scope of the world of entertainment. From the outset, America represented an open sacred 

space that offered itself to exploration and travel. The first settlers demonstrated profound 

bravery when they ventured into the great unknown. As Gordon Wood says of these first 

settlers:  

Their avidity and restlessness incite them. They acquire no attachment to place; but 

wandering about seems engrafted in their nature; and it is weakness incident to it that 

                                                 
4 Ireland, Brian. "American Highways: Recurring Images and Themes of the Road Genre." The Journal of American 
Culture 26.4 (2003): 474. 
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they should forever imagine the lands further off are still better than those upon which 

they are already settled. 
5
 

The notion of restlessness seems to be imbedded in the roots of the American 

consciousness. The shuffling anxious feet ready to explore the unknown is a repetitive 

motif in American literature, but is most profoundly and fundamentally present in the 

nature of the American citizen. However, it cannot be said that this restlessness and 

incessant thirst for exploring is purely an American notion, any more than it is a feature 

inherent to all humanity. But what this thesis hopes to present, is that the notion of the 

journey, of the road, and of change is a feature widely explored in American literature. 

When one thinks of “road literature” a blatant majority of the names that spring to mind are 

those belonging to the American oeuvre.  As Phil Patton states: “There is nothing more 

American than being on the road.”
6
 

So we hereby embark on a journey through the American road genre. The American 

journey narrative makes frequent use of American myths and symbols of the American 

West and the frontier. The road genre often employs strong imagery depicting cowboys, 

Indians, pioneers and wagon trains passing through the hostile land. Even if times are 

different, and cowboys no longer possess that Hollywood spark derived from the silver 

screen, the pioneering spirit prevails in the road genre. As Brian Ireland states: 

There is nothing more American than the pioneer spirit, and in using that imagery, 

latter-day heroes are not only continuing a historic tradition, but also, to an extent, 

reclaiming traditional pioneer values and imagery from the history books.
7
  

There is something in the spirit of the pioneer that continually permeates the American 

imagination. It is the looking back into the past, into the working of the land, as much as it 

is the pioneering spirit of the Beat Generation. On the other hand the pioneering spirit is a 

                                                 
5 Wood, Gordon. The Radicalism of the American Revolution (New York: Vintage Books, 1993) 128. 
6 Patton, Phil. Open Road: a Celebration of the American Highway (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1986) 9. 
7 Ireland 475. 
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means of looking forward and applying the “rugged, individualistic and entrepreneurial” 

approach to future ventures.
8
 The pioneer spirit is sustained further through the multitude of 

films such as Easy Rider. Without doubt the pioneer spirit is one that has its rightful place in 

the American national narrative.  

The national ethos of the American Dream is the impetus of the pioneer spirit, a 

driving force that promises better days to come. It stands at the beginning of America’s 

creation and is the foundational force of its national narrative and sensibility. The myth of 

the American Dream bursting with infinite possibilities for the common man is the 

destination of the road, of the journey of settlers, of immigrants, of vagrant travelers and 

generally of the American restless soul. Linked to the American Dream myth is the notion 

of self-reliance. The choice to move elsewhere when conditions prove destitute requires a 

strong sense of will and determination. The journey elsewhere is not merely a journey of 

survival, as much as it is a means of transformation, hope and an absolute shift of one’s own 

perception of reality and identity.  

In his Circles, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote: “Our life is an apprenticeship to the 

truth, that around every circle another can be drawn; that there is no end in nature, but every 

end is a beginning, that there is always another dawn risen on mid-noon, and under ever 

deep a lower deep opens.”
9
 Emerson speaks of the transitive nature of truth and everything 

in nature as ever-shifting. In our contemporary shifting world truths continually crumble 

apart the moment new truths are constituted. On the road we essentially search for truths, 

for a means of anchoring ourselves in the engulfing uncertainty. Our truths on our journey 

are cyclically reconstituted, evaluated and re-evaluated and constantly scrutinized. Our 

insatiable hunger for migration is never purely devoid of reason. We often find ourselves 

fleeing away from what asphyxiates our creative powers and our means of survival. We 

                                                 
8 Lachs, John, and Robert B. Talisse. American Philosophy (London: Routledge, 2008) 
9 Emerson, Ralph Waldo. "Essays, IX. Circles." Bartleby.com. Web. 11 Dec. 2014 
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search for new places because we can, because we need to and because something inside us 

excites us to do so.  

 

 

2.2 Historical Patterns of the American Journey 

 

The feature of geographical movement in a journey narrative seems rather too 

obvious to state. Certainly, when we venture on a journey we leave a place behind and 

travel the roads that take us to our destination. However, as American history demonstrates 

some movements constitute phenomena unlikely to be observed elsewhere. The notion of 

the North represents something uniquely distinctive from the South. The East and the West 

both have great and enduring connotations. Thus, in American culture the departure and 

destination not only mean a change of place, but also historically imply cultural shifts. One 

of the most recorded movements in American history is that of the South towards the North. 

The South in the antebellum and Civil War era represented a white supremacist society.
10

 

For the African American slave the South was a place to run away from as it did not 

guarantee the slave’s basic human rights, but rather gravely oppressed him/her. The North 

represented freedom in this equation.  

The East-West movement is one thoroughly observed in the road genre. As Brian 

Ireland states about the East-West movement: “[it] is the most common direction in this 

genre, as travelers follow the traditional route of settlers and American Manifest Destiny.”
11

  

For the Joads in The Grapes of Wrath the movement from the east to the west is generally a 

failed attempt at the American Dream – their virtual end of the road. Though, through the 

                                                 
10 Brown, David, and Clive Webb. Introduction. Race in the American South: From Slavery to Civil Rights (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh UP, 2007) 4. 
11 Brian Ireland 475. 
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characters of Ma Joad, Tom and Rose of Sharon a certain hope for the attainment of the 

American Dream is palpable. The West generally expresses the notion of the frontier, of the 

pioneer land and the cowboy. In opposition stands the East, a place where the foundations 

of America lay, a feudal remnant of European traditions. As Henry Nash Smith writes:  

The Atlantic Seaboard after all represented the past, the shadow of Europe, cities, 

sophistication, a derivative and conventional life and literature. Beyond, occupying the 

overwhelming geographical mass of the continent, lay the West, a realm where nature 

loomed large over civilization and where feudalism had never been established.
12

 

Thus, as can be seen, the West represented a certain opportunity that was dissipating in the 

East under the constriction of Old World values. The wide open spaces provided the 

opportunity to set up anew, and hence enable the perpetuation of the myth of the American 

Dream.  

California is a frequent destination in road literature. Jack Kerouac’s Big Sur, 

Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath and Of Mice and Men, to name a very few instances. The 

prospect of good weather, gold, and lush fields lured those seeking a destination. For many, 

this journey promised a lot but delivered little. As James Quay writes: “Those who try to 

impose their dreams on the landscape, who meet neighbors they do not like or who do not 

like them, who never make California home, find the California dream turns into California 

disappointment.”
13

 But rather than stressing the concepts of dreams and disappointment, 

Quay asserts that hope is what California personifies. He continues with: “[California] has a 

long history as a showcase for individual and social possibility.”
14

 For many California 

represented the end of the road to hope, as it meant that you either failed or you made it, 

there was no other road to take. For some it was the end, and for the others it was the 

beginning of many ends.  

                                                 
12 Smith, Henry Nash. Virgin Land: the American West as Symbol and Myth (New York: Vintage, 1950) 48. 
13 Deverell, William Francis., and David Igler. A Companion to California History. Chichester (U.K.: Wiley-Blackwell, 2008) 
14. 
14 Deverell 14. 
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If statistics are anything to go by, California housed 12.5 percent of the American 

population and was the fifth-ranked economy on the planet as of 2005.
15

 The migration to 

California saw its greatest rise between 1940 and 1962 when the population rose from a 

mere 7 million to 17 million, surpassing New York as the most populous state in the United 

States. California, with its burgeoning entertainment industry and vast natural landscape 

attracted soul-searchers and people who wanted to advance up the American social ladder. 

The movie industry helped develop this perfect utopian vision of a place where anything 

can happen, where opportunities spring out of the earth like fountains of gold. And indeed it 

was gold that helped California become rich. The discovery of gold lured people hungry for 

wealth. However as all positive things go, the inevitability of human tragedy lingers over 

paradisiacal California as it does everywhere else. Even today, California represents a place 

where the search for fortune still endures – the promise of gold, land, new water and new 

identity.
16

 As Lewis H. Lapham states: 

What remained constant was the dreaming energy of the California mind, its delight in 

metaphor and its wish to believe in what is not there , about the future as a work of the 

imagination and a past that came and went as last year’s movie set or yesterday’s 

snow.
17

 

The state of California was the destination of many travelers including the Joads in Grapes 

of Wrath and George and Lenny in Of Mice and Men. As we trace their footsteps on the 

chosen road, we also explore the changes that occur on the way. Traveling the road is not 

just a journey facilitating our movement from place to place, it has reasons that are often 

embedded deeper beyond what is necessarily rational. In traveling the road, we form new 

identities, new visions of the world and our surroundings, we empathize as well as begin to 

loathe, we strive and stride towards our dreams only for circumstance to decide whether we 

                                                 
15 Starr, Kevin. California: A History (New York: Modern Library, 2005) ix. 
16 McWilliams, Carey. Foreword. California, the Great Exception (Berkeley: U of California, 1998) xiv. 
17 McWilliams xiv. 



11 

 

fail or conquer. Throughout this essay the changes that arise in the process of a journey are 

explored, specifically the journey of the Joad family in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of 

Wrath. These works are supported by Steinbeck’s autobiographical works and journals as 

well as journalism. The journey begins.  

 

2.3 Route 66 – America’s Mother Road 

 

 The road on which the Joad family travelled was Highway 66. The popular name 

given to this road is that of Route 66. Culturally, and historically it represents something 

uniquely American; a quintessential symbol of mobility and freedom connecting the east 

with the west. As Steinbeck describes in an intercalary chapter of The Grapes of Wrath: 

66 – the long concrete path across the country, waving gently up and down the map, 

from the Mississippi to Bakersfield – over the red lands and the gray lands, twisting up 

into the mountains, crossing the Divide and down the bright and terrible desert and 

across the desert to the mountain again, and into the rich California valleys.
18

 

Steinbeck paints the changing scenery from the “red lands and the gray lands” to “rich 

California valleys” as if to denote not only the physical changes evident in nature, but also 

changes in prosperity and an imagery of hope resonant in The Grapes of Wrath. Route 66 

personifies possibility and hope, and as Michael Karl Witzel states: “[Route 66] was the 

glory road to the land of Second Chance.”
19

 

This long stretch of road that expands between Chicago and Los Angeles has seen 

history unfold, its popularity skyrocket and eventually plummet terribly. In a popular song 

from 1946 - “Get Your Kicks on Route 66” – Bobby Troup writes the lyrics: “If you ever 

                                                 
18 Steinbeck, John, and Robert J. DeMott. The Grapes of Wrath (New York: Penguin, 2006)123. 
19 Witzel, Michael Karl. Route 66 Remembered (St.Paul: MBI, 2003) 8. 
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plan to motor west, travel my way, take the highway that is best.”
20

 And in fact it was travel 

to the west that Route 66 facilitated. It served all those with an urge or necessity to travel 

and migrate to the west. The most significant migration experienced on Route 66 was that 

of the Dust Bowl. This migration mostly impacted small farmers from Oklahoma, Arkansas, 

Nebraska, Kansas, Texas and New Mexico – hailing from the Great Plains of America 

known as the Dust Bowl during the 1930s Depression.
21

 Not only was the economic 

situation in utter shambles, the land was barren and yielding no produce. The move 

westward often led to California, a land more prosperous and oozing with the possibility 

fulfilling the American Dream. As James N. Gregory writes: “Southern California absorbed 

most of the flood.”
22

 The way to get closer to tasting the California, the land of milk and 

honey, was via Route 66.  

The Dust Bowl migration, or what James N. Gregory called the “American Exodus” 

had a profound influence on the population in migrant hometowns and consequently 

contributed to the population rise in Southern California. This internal migration from the 

southwest was a migration en masse. As Jason Long writes: “the exodus from the Southern 

Great Plains [was] one of the most famous episodes of internal migration in U.S. history.”
23

 

Although popularly depicted in The Grapes of Wrath the migration to California from the 

Great Plains was not as vast as suggested. Out of a total number of 2.5 million migrants, 

“less than ten percent of all migrants moved to California.”
24

 The overall number who 

moved out of the Dust Bowl states (Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas) was 37.1%. The 

remaining 53.9 moved between these four states, with 11.6% of them moving within 

                                                 
20

 Bobby Troup as recorded by the King Cole Trio “(Get Your Kicks on) Route 66.” Burke & Van Heusen Inc., 1945. Vinyl 
21 Kapała, Kamila, Aurelia Kubiak, and Anna Matysiak. 1.2. "The Road of Flight" - The Role of the Route 66 during the 
Great Depression Period. - Route66meaning. Web. 02 Jan. 2015 
22 Gregory, James N. American Exodus: The Dust Bowl Migration and Okie Culture in California (New York: Oxford UP, 
1991) 8. 
23 Long, Jason, and Henry E. Siu "Refugees From Dust and Shrinking Land: Tracking the Dust Bowl Migrants" Wheaton 

College: 1-25. Web. 15 Dec. 2014. <https://sites.google.com/site/jasonmlongecon> 
24 Long 6. 
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counties.
25

 Thus, as statistics show, the migration was more conservative. Steinbeck focuses 

on the minority of those that have set out on a journey west. His focus in The Grapes of 

Wrath is primarily on California and the people that took the Route 66 as a stream of 

escape. 

The migrants that headed towards California undoubtedly tipped the scales of 

harmony when Californians faced a massive influx of outsiders. The hatred often escalated 

to the point when sheriffs were forced to break up the clashes. The migrants were often 

labeled as Communists and their shacks were sometimes even burnt to the ground. 

Roosevelt’s Farm Security Administration set up the building of 13 camps, temporarily 

housing 300 families, all as a reaction to the charged conflicts between the locals and the 

newcomers. As complex as the situation was, the reasons were simple; migrants were 

seeking work and the Californian crops needed harvesting. Thus and so, the need was 

mutual. As Steinbeck writes in his Harvest Gypsies: “Wanderers in fact, they are never 

allowed to feel at home in the communities that demand their services.”
26

 Similarly, as one 

little boy from a squatter’s camp uttered: “When they need us they call us migrants, and 

when we’ve picked their crop, we’re bums and we got to get out.”
27

 The nomadic nature of 

a migrant worker’s life meant that once the crop was harvested the journey of survival 

continued. To survive was always to be on the move, faster than the others due to the 

scarcity of temporary job vacancies. 

 The origins of Route 66 began with a necessity to build a network of highways that 

would cover the stretch of American land from east to west, from Maine to California. Of 

course money interests were of the highest importance during the process of figuring out 

                                                 
25 Long 6. 
26 Steinbeck, Harvest Gypsies 20. 
27 Stenbeck, Harvest Gypsies 23. 
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what locations the route would pass through. The vice- president of the OTA
28

, Cyrus 

Avery, had a personal interest and made sure the highway would pass through his 

hometown—Tulsa, Oklahoma—and right by his businesses.
29

 It was not until 1925 when 

Avery was called to a committee of highway officials that the Route 66 project began to 

blossom. The mapping out of the highway system began as well as the numbering scheme. 

Route 66 was initially designated with the numbering of US 60, but the governor of 

Kentucky usurped this number for a road running through his state.
30

 Thus an alternative 

“66” was suggested by Oklahoma’s Chief Engineer, John M. Page. No logic, no pure 

system, just a catchy sounding sequence that would soon fill song texts and literature at 

large.  

 From its origins to contemporary times, Route 66 has served American travelers 

aplenty. Steinbeck’s “road of flight” was not only a means of getting from one place to 

another, from the east to the west. Many businesses opened up along the route and thrived. 

As Joe Sonderman writes: “[Route 66] provided an economic lifeline for those who have 

stayed to operate cafés, tourist courts and gas stations.”
31

And those that have not stayed 

were swept on the road towards California, and other destinations, with the gust of the dusty 

wind that clouded over the Great Plains. Route 66 catered to the migrating traveler during 

the Dust Bowl migration years and when World War II came, it served as a thoroughfare for 

those seeking work in defense plans. However, it was the post-war years that constituted the 

“golden years” for Route 66 as GI’s ventured on the road with their families on their way to 

holidays.  

The heydays were over when the inevitable transformations in traffic took place with 

the opening of the Turner Turnpike, Will Rogers Turnpike as well as Route I-40 in the 50’s. 

                                                 
28 OTA – Oklahoma Turnpike Authority 
29 Sonderman, Joe, and Jim Ross. Route 66 in Oklahoma (Charleston, SC: Arcadia Pub., 2011) 6. 
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This turn of events gravely influenced those dependent on Route 66 for their livelihood. In 

1985 Route 66 was decommissioned as a federal highway.
32

 From then on Route 66 

remained little changed, and perhaps this was an advantage. As Sonderman states: “Route 

66 is still a viable route for those who shun the turnpike and seek adventure.”
33

 Even today 

Route 66 lures free-spirited people to roam through the western vast land. The “mother 

road” had established itself as a symbol of freedom, of possibility and of hope. In summary, 

it is this inviolable link between adventure and the highway that Steppenwolf celebrated in 

their 1969 soundtrack: 

Get your motor runnin' 

Head out on the highway 

Looking for adventure 

In whatever comes our way
34

 

 

It serves as no surprise that Route 66 is a road that is highly celebrated as a cult. 

Even though Route 66 is no longer a prime road, it still serves as a popular (and intensely 

commercialized) road trip ride. The route is enjoyed by music lovers, film buffs, literature 

enthusiasts and photography aficionados. The iconic status of Route 66 is a work of history 

and of culture intertwined. “The Mother Road” is not just any road that takes one from 

point A to B. It is a road that could speak volumes of the transformations that took place on 

its cemented surface. Route 66 simply tells a story of American life. The road in this case is 

a great transformative source of history, of culture and of individual American lives. And 

some of these lives would inspire the literary genius of Steinbeck and through him depict 

the life before the road, during the road and beyond. 
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2.4 Elements of road literature 

 

What is road literature and what are its features? Such questions are to be answered 

prior to analyzing The Grapes of Wrath as an inherent member of the group. Thus, it is of 

importance to lay down a set of features that prove to be employed in all exemplary works 

of road literature, otherwise also termed as journey narrative. Janis P. Stout identifies five 

basic, recurring patterns of the journey narrative: ‘exploration and escape’; ‘homeseeking’; 

‘return’; ‘heroic quest’; and ‘wandering’.
35

 However, as much as we may be inspired by this 

division, we are to take another approach. What proves rather fruitful is to separate the 

changes that occur to the individual on a journey, changes that occur to a certain whole or 

entity, and the changes that happen in the surrounding and immediate environment. This 

thesis targets the changes in characters under the impact of the journey taken, the changes in 

the immediate historical environment as well as Steinbeck’s impression of the Great 

Depression.  

Limiting the scope of this thesis by including only the character changes occurring 

in the course of the novel would make it a work of mere observation without a foundation. 

Thus the context of the Depression era cannot and will not be dismissed, serving us as a 

historical backdrop that has profound constructive influence not only on the author himself 

but also on the characters and the fictional and non-fictional environment.  

A journey has a life of its own. Once we set out on a journey we may have a plan 

and a destination, but the process in between and the end itself are incredibly unpredictable. 

All great literature and life in general is an unexpected journey that intertwines with other 

roads, diverges, cuts off, speeds us up or slows us down. But undoubtedly there is a magic 
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in the unexpected, as every change that occurs constitutes who we are, where we are and 

how we got there. John Steinbeck adds: 

Once a journey is designed, equipped, and put in process, a new factor enters and 

takes over. A trip, a safari, an exploration, is an entity, different from all other 

journeys. It has personality, temperament, individuality, uniqueness. A journey is a 

person in itself; no two are alike. And all plans, safeguards, policing, and coercion are 

fruitless. We find after years of struggle that we do not take a trip; a trip takes us. Tour 

masters, schedules, reservations, brass-bound and inevitable, dash themselves to 

wreckage on the personality of the trip. Only when this is recognized can the blown-

in-the glass bum relax and go along with it. Only then do the frustrations fall away. In 

this a journey is like marriage. The certain way to be wrong is to think you control it. 

36
 

Thus we have the first integral feature of traveling: ‘inevitability of external circumstance’. 

The journey is as much a character as the one who travels it. We do not wander around in a 

shapeless world where we can tread without externalities impacting us. We travel a road as 

much as the road takes us along. Things happen to us, fate or circumstance happens, and as 

much as we have our plans mapped out in miniscule detail, circumstance shudders our 

feeble certainties.  

 The reasons for traveling are various and often indeterminable. One can be the 

“bum” that Steinbeck often mentions in his novels, a traveler who travels with the current of 

the wind, a man without a purpose, but always with a dream. This “bum” is swept with the 

current of circumstance and whirls about like debris. Others travel because their place of 

origin no longer presents a safe haven, nor does the temporary habitat promise a good life.  

These travelers journey on with the prospect of attaining a decent life, which would provide 

them with the essentials. These travelers are escaping from the past and seeking prosperity 
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in the future. Traveling thus becomes a quest for a better life; of a general amelioration of 

living conditions. Such are some travelers. In this regard, let us utilize for the moment two 

of Janis P. Stout’s patterns for the journey narrative: ‘exploration and escape’. Both features 

serve as distinct reasons for traveling, not mutually exclusive and often correlative. 

 The feature of ‘exploration and escape’ play out an important central role in the 

American journey narrative. Taking to the road as a form of escape can be observed in 

novels such Jim Harrison’s A Good Day to Die, Sinclair Lewis’ Free Air and perhaps most 

famously in Kerouac’s On the Road. All of these novels explore different reasons for 

escaping, but united they find a solution, oftentimes temporary, in the notion of the road and 

what it provides; a momentary home, freedom and spatial displacement. The ‘beat’ 

movement in the 1950s portrayed a yearning for freedom and liberation from the “trappings 

of the bourgeois lifestyle.”
37

 The road became a home in transit for the traveler in resistance 

of the hegemonic ways of life, and in On the Road the notion of mobility is one equated to 

happiness for Sal and Dean.  As Tim Creswell asserts: “[Dean and Sal share] a fascination 

with ‘just going’.”
38

 Thus they share a fascination not only with constant mobility but also 

with the notion of escape. They are a ‘people in flight’, but unlike the Joads they roam the 

road out of free will emanating and glorifying a chosen lifestyle.  

Besides the elements of ‘escape and exploration’ the element of ‘identity change’ 

plays a central role in journey narratives. With travel there comes change, and this definitely 

also impacts the identity of the person in question. Being on the road has transformative 

qualities on the human being treading the path. As Katie Millis states: “the road remains a 
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space of metamorphosis.”
39

 Our identities, rather than changing entirely, graft on new 

qualities that were once non-existent in the notion of our selves. On the road we develop 

under external circumstances that change our current of travel and thought. Walt Whitman 

once said that: “I am larger, better than I thought”
40

 By that Whitman can mean a multitude 

of things, one being our self-discovery, a certain newly attained knowledge of ourselves. 

The second idea is linked to the impact one has upon the community, how the self impacts 

the larger community.
41

 The time passed and the miles travelled on the road are not only 

units of measure, they also hold the proof of change. We are never the same person when 

we are children as we are when we are adults, time passes and change occurs. In the words 

of Heraclitus: “You could not step twice into the same river; for other waters are ever 

flowing on to you.”
42

 External circumstance thus implies and impacts the internal 

circumstance of our identity. We are ever changing. 

The external circumstances are to be mapped in the following chapter on the Great 

Depression. This should bring us closer to understanding the impact of history on the road 

theme. As John Steinbeck constructed The Grapes of Wrath, by providing the reader with a 

historical account of the times in the intercalary chapters as well as the journey of the Joads 

in the alternating chapters, this thesis provides an insight from both sides alike. The 

intercalary chapters discuss the plight of the migrant as a part of a whole, while the Joad 

narrative is an intimate account of a unique experience of a group of individuals.
43

 This 

concoction of the universal and the unique is a particular interesting aspect meshing both 

the factual and the fictional. In this way we are provided with the possibility of viewing 
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changes as they happened in history as well as the changes that are observable in the 

fictional narrative.  

 Supplementary to the abovementioned elements of road literature there is a feature 

of ‘homeseeking’ continually employed in the subgenre. The definition of ‘home’ is perhaps 

one of the hardest to define when put into the context of road literature. As observed in The 

Grapes of Wrath, home is essentially where the family resides, be it on the road or in a 

temporary housing facility. In Kerouac’s On the Road the notion of the road is fleeting as 

the sole reason for going on the road is a demonstration of resistance of the “hegemonic 

ideals of home.”
44

 But it cannot be said that by resisting the ‘home ideal’ there is no internal 

understanding of the notion of home as another concept. In this way Sal and Dean 

understand the road as a new reconstituted and intimate sense of home; remote and different 

from the conventional concept. Thus, ‘homeseeking’ rather than just being a notion closely 

fixed with a place, it can also be a frame of mind – a certain quest for belonging.  

 Having briefly provided a structure of the elements of road literature, the following 

chapters give us an insight into the wider context of the 1930’s with a specific focus on the 

migrant worker against the backdrop of the Great Depression. 
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3. 1930s and Transients on the Road 
 

 

3.1 The Nineteen Thirties, the terrible, troubled, triumphant, surging 

Thirties
45

 

 

The Great Depression marks the era between 1929 and 1941; an era that began with 

the crash of the stock market in October 1929.  It was an economic collapse among many in 

American history, a pattern marked with regularity: 1819, 1837, 1857, 1873, 1893.
46

 As 

Robert S. McElvaine writes: “Each period depression that plagued the United States from 

the early nineteenth century through the 1930s was worse than the one before it.”
47

 The 

reason for this, McElvaine concludes, was the transition from an agrarian society to an 

industrial one. A growing number of the population became caught up in the “vagaries” of 

the market economy.
48

 When the stock market collapsed, those who were impacted the most 

were urban people dependent on the industrialized system. People who owned farms had 

greater luck in survival due to the possibility of feeding themselves from their produce. 

However, it was also farms that were deeply engulfed in the market and also highly 

indebted. The general dependency and trust of the market system left urban working-class 

people poverty stricken and in desperate need to find employment.  

When we talk of the Great Depression, we cannot just look at the era itself without 

its context and its predecessor; the Twenties. Strong images of flappers, jazz and utter self-

indulgence come to mind. The Jazz Age, the Prosperity Decade, the Era of Excess, the Era 

of Wonderful Nonsense, the Balyhoo Years; all connotative of a time of great vivacity and 
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oomph.
49

 But the other side of the coin concealed the reality of “a time of political 

conservatism and moral latitude, of great prosperity and grinding poverty.”
50

 Such 

discrepancies in society were the calm before the storm, reasons leading to the disastrous 

effects of the Thirties. And, as economical curves show, a time of boom is followed by a 

time of bust. The changes that occurred between the Twenties and the Thirties intensified 

the feeling of poverty, and the shift of moods and sensibility was highly palpable. 

Given the agricultural nature of Dust Bowl migrants we must also focus on the 

agricultural depression of the 1920s that eventually contributed to the economic crisis that 

brought on the Great Depression. As Arthur S. Link states: “the most important domestic 

problem in the 1920s was the agricultural depression that began in the summer and fall of 

1920 and continued intermittently until 1935.”
51

 Besides all the vivacity of urban areas 

during the decade there loomed a crisis in agriculture as crop prices sank. “Agricultural 

surpluses became the top farm issue in the 1920s” as supplies exceeded demand.
52

 As cotton 

prices dropped and the buying power plummeted farms became largely indebted. The once 

prosperous farms were facing financial problems that would bust in the 30s as the Great 

Depression took its toll. To the farming community the 1920s were as tumultuous as the 

1930s.  

John Steinbeck speaks of the Thirties as a “decade in history when so much 

happened in so many directions.” In Steinbeck’s own words: “violent changes took place.”
53

 

The government had to be rebuilt, people were left to their own devices to restructure their 

own lives, and chaos reigned. It was a time when the nation was brought to its knees by the 
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folly of some of its own people, as Steinbeck says: “everyone was a broker, more or less.”
54

 

The Big Boys
55

 of the market game were hit hard by the market fall, but those that have 

always observed the rich from the outside, like Steinbeck himself, had been “practicing for 

the Depression for a long time.”
56

 But it was the Big Boys that helped deepen the crisis 

which affected the working class as factories closed forcing them to hustle for survival. The 

dependency on the market system showed its disastrous effects. As Steinbeck mentioned: 

“the people remembered their little bank balances, the only certainties in a treacherous 

world.”
57

 But that certainty suddenly disappeared; money became obsolete as prices of food 

soared. The country started turning against itself, people against their own.  

The ones who lost during the Great Depression were those who had something to 

lose. As Robert McElvaine states: “for those workers that [had] enjoyed at least a taste of 

prosperity in the 1920s, the initial blow of the Depression was crushing.”
58

 On the contrary, 

Steinbeck mentions that “the Depression was no financial shock to me. I didn’t have any 

money to lose, but in common with millions I did dislike hunger and cold.”
59

 Chaos reigned 

over people’s lives, and uncertainty loomed, but to Steinbeck this era was a “warm and 

friendly time.”
60

 However, this has to be explained further so as not to mislead. The 

closeness that people had to create in order to survive helped forge strong bonds as petty 

everyday life problems were replaced by those of survival. As Steinbeck states in his 

America and Americans: “only illness frightened us. You have to have money to be sick.”
61

 

Activities that money could not buy brought people together and every occasion was a 

reason to celebrate. As Steinbeck writes: “we played music, sang and made love. Anything 
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at all was an excuse for a party: all holidays, birthdays called for celebration.”
62

 Although 

the change hit hard, people had to live on and get through the hardships that faced them, 

with no place for sentimentality.  

In 1934, just as the factories started gaining a new lease of life, a period of drought 

shook the country. As Steinbeck comments: “The rains simply went away.”
63

 The parched 

land screamed for rescue, the cattle slowly died off and people fled away in hope of 

survival. The destinations of many and most were California, Oregon and Washington.
64

 

Just when the economic situation was getting better, and the prospect of better life was 

brighter, fate struck another blow. The westward migration began. At this point Steinbeck 

joined the cause, reporting on the life of the poverty-stricken, those who had it worse than 

he did. Although Steinbeck’s literary beginnings reached further back in time, it was during 

the westward migration when his work gained momentum. It was a time that would later 

supply him with themes and experience necessary to convey the hardship of the era in his 

greatest works.  

The impact of the deprived Thirties later came to serve as the groundwork for many 

of his most famous novels: In Dubious Battle, Of Mice and Men, The Grapes of Wrath, 

Cannery Row and Sweet Thursday. Rather than being just an observer from a distance, a 

certain voyeur of pitiful circumstance, Steinbeck involved himself in the grime of the 

migrant workers and their troubled environment. He wanted to get in the thick of it all, to 

delve into the problems of the people and truly understand what it meant to be uprooted, to 

move incessantly from place to place without any guarantee. He simply could not just write 

about the migrant laborers without knowing their circumstances. He trod their road, went 

along with them and observed the strenuous circumstance of the migrant laborer. 
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These traveling laborers, wanderers and strugglers fascinated Steinbeck with almost 

a mythical quality. As he writes in the Harvest Gypsies: “to the casual traveler on the great 

highways the movements of the migrants are mysterious if they are seen at all, for suddenly 

the roads will be filled with open rattle trap cars loaded with children and with dirty 

bedding, with fire-blackened cooking utensils.”
65

 These laborers appear from nowhere and 

in mass, rattling away in their rickety vehicles, hoping for salvation through employment. 

The paradox of Californian supply and demand in the 1930’s was that it needed the laborers 

to harvest their crop, but at the same time despised the whole idea of an invasion of these 

vagrants. As Steinbeck states: “the migrants are needed and they are hated.”
66

 And as usual 

the outsider was always the suspicious one. Steinbeck continues: “wanderers in fact, they 

are never allowed to feel at home in the communities that demand their services.”
67

 The 

wandering laborer is thus uprooted and uninvited in the new community. He feels far away 

from home, but necessity and circumstance dictates his decision to stay. 

And who is this traveler, this alienated wanderer that Steinbeck talks of? Steinbeck 

focuses on a new type of migrant entirely, not the Filipino or the Chinese that labored in the 

United States building railroads and providing other vital (if unappreciated) services. These 

new migrants, these vacilandos, are American – “resourceful and intelligent Americans who 

have gone through hell of the drought, have seen their lands wither and die and the top soil 

blow away.”
68

 These migrants have lost their certainties and been made to toil in order to 

survive. The pain of losing land that you cultivate with your bare hands is excruciating, 

especially when those same hands are made to work the land of others.  

The changes that these migrant workers had to endure were large. Their previous 

lives on non-industrial farmland had suddenly shifted to a system of agriculture so 
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industrialized that they lost contact with the growth cycle of the crop. Farming suddenly 

became a factory line, something that the old cultivators of the prairies were not used to. 

Previously, they worked the land hands-on and saw the process of growth from seed to 

harvest. Their past homes were places of great democracy, as Steinbeck writes: “they have 

come from little farm districts where democracy was not only possible but inevitable.”
69

 

Such were the migrant’s old foundations. These old certainties were replaced with lack of 

the right to vote – “a properly unprivileged class.”
70

 These people were once self-sufficient 

providers to their families and in California they became disposable “bums” once the crops 

have been picked.  

It is these American migrant workers that Steinbeck focuses on. The study of their 

situation proves sociologically fruitful. These migrants are undeniably American and not 

susceptible to deportation. They have fled to California out of necessity but with hope of a 

brighter future, an American Dream fulfilled. Finally, as Steinbeck mentions: “they are not 

drawn from a peon class, but either have owned small farms or been farms hands in the 

early American sense, in which the `hand’ is the member of the employing family.”
71

 Their 

situation impacts not only the working man alone, as he is often forced to drag his family 

along. They are representative of the reverse rags to riches story, or, more precisely, 

demonstrative of a shift from self-sufficiency to vital dependence.  
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3.2 Transients on the Road 

 

Transients, migrants, travelers, such are the few names given to those individuals, as 

well as their families traveling incessantly from place to place. In this thesis we 

alternatively use the term of ‘migrant worker’ or ‘transient’ to depict the working 

man/woman during the Great Depression. The same label is used further in the literary 

analysis of The Grapes of Wrath. Joan M. Crouse uses the term ‘homeless transient’ to 

label the migrating people during this poverty stricken era, fittingly accentuating the notion 

of homelessness and the struggle to constitute a new home, even if merely a transient and 

temporary home. 

Joan M. Crouse marks the transition from the label of ‘hobo’ to the term ‘transient’ 

and consequently, and finally the term ‘migrant’.
72

 She marks the changes of labels as the 

changes were observed in the running of history. As she states: 

In the early days of the depression, before real note was taken of their particular plight, 

transients were often mistakenly referred to as hobos. As their numbers increased and 

people were forced to notice that they were in face a distinct new breed, the label 

transient was applied. 

This distinct “new breed” as Joan M. Crouse puts it, is a breed of American stock, no longer 

the Filipino, Chinese, Malay or Japanese laborer. As Steinbeck writes about this new wave 

in The Harvest Gypsies: “Foreign labor is on the wane in California, and the future farmers 

are to be white and American.”
73

 He further paints a stock image of the American migrant 

worker: “They are of the best American stock, intelligent, resourceful, and, if given a 

chance, socially responsible.”
74

 This is the ‘transient’ or ‘migrant’ that we have in mind in 

the course of this thesis, having limited the scope to the white American migrant worker 
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like the members of the Joad family. Other examples of white American migrant workers in 

Steinbeck’s oeuvre are the characters of Lennie and George in Of Mice and Men.  

 The mobility of workers enabled the building of roads, railways and bridges in the 

United States. And once these were built the possibilities to travel burgeoned. The building 

of the road system, namely of Route 66 enabled the migrant workers to move west. Labor 

mobility was not fresh and new when the Depression years came as the migratory casual 

worker existed even before the grave financial situation struck. Historians trace migratory 

farm labor all the way back to the years following the Civil War.
75

 Even then farms were 

undergoing immense changes as subsistence farms were taken over by huge business 

enterprises. This change necessitated that the families migrate in search for job 

opportunities like the Joads have done in The Grapes of Wrath.  As Philip L. Martin 

observed the flow of migrants prior to the Depression years and after, the result came out to 

be about two million migrant farm workers in the 1920s and one million in the 1940s.
76

 The 

migration was visible and vast, leaving not only families impacted by the change but also 

the American population mosaic greatly dispersed.  

 The definition of the transient worker often slips down to generalizations. Our focus 

is however on the transient worker in the scope of the Depression years – this group of 

travelers termed as ‘depression transients’ by the Works Progress Administration report on 

migratory workers. This report analyses the characteristics of labor migration and the 

subdivisions of such labor. As is stated in the report “depression transients [are] composed 

of temporary migrants.”
77

 In the masses it was hard to differentiate the migratory casual 

worker and the depression transient, because none carried significantly contrasting features. 

The distinction was based primarily on: “(1) the type of work done and (2) the work habit or 
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pattern.”
78

 However, one thing that has to be highlighted is the shifting status of the migrant 

from depression transient to a habitual migrant worker even to a tramp. As John N. Webb 

writes in the report: “frequently the depression transient was in the process of becoming a 

habitual migratory worker; the migratory-casual worker may become a tramp when he can 

no longer compete for employment with younger men.”
79

 Thus, as we can see labels for the 

migrant laborer were subject to flux under the strain of enveloping circumstance. 

 The man on the move was seen as a hero in nineteenth century America, evoking the 

pioneering spirit that was so deeply imbedded in the American mind.
80

 He embodied the 

American belief in individualism; of a “man seeking success in a land ripe with 

opportunities.” This hero would have a world of opportunities open out for him, but it was 

his own decision what to pursue. However, the status of a hero had its conditions. As Joan 

M. Crouse asserts: “it was part of the American way to champion the loner, the pioneer, the 

man on the move, but only if he did not stop during his travels to ask for help. Then he 

automatically was labeled a transient or vagrant and was treated accordingly.”
81

 The plight 

of the Joads and other migratory workers was far too exposed and discussed and thus 

instead of being seen as heroes taking their future into their own hands, they were seen as 

charity cases or as threats to the local economy.  

The man on the move, the pioneering hero, observes his status falter as the 

depression hits, he becomes one of the many desperate souls with a hungry mouth to feed. 

The free economy market is only profitable when it works; when it collapses the dependant 

laborers fall to the ground like domino blocks. His status suddenly shifts from the self-
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sufficient and independent laborer to the dependant ‘tramp’ ‘bindlestiff’ or ‘bum’. These 

heroes of the past become “pioneers without a frontier”
82

  

The reasons behind moving and finding work elsewhere, far away from one’s 

homeland had its various reasons. The motivating forces during the Dust Bowl migration 

were evident, as the crops they harvested were taken away from the subsistence farmers by 

the banks and the land was barred from the drought. As Webb records: “the worker who 

leaves a settled residence because of economic conditions, personal difficulties, or any one 

of the dozen motivating forces usually takes to the road as a means of escaping a situation 

which he believes he has no control”
83

 Moving away presented a form of flight, a flight 

away from constricted opportunities to the unknown, and often make-believe future. The 

study of the Works Progress Administration reveals that “only a small proportion of them 

[depression transients] found life on the road as satisfactory in experience as it had seemed 

in prospect.”
84

  

Even though a geographical change portrayed a possible change of family fortune it 

also represented the underlying possibility of failure, hunger and even death. Some 

depression transients would not pursue the road taken by the Joads, and certainly not for 

such a long duration. The Joads demonstrate a certain semi-adaptation to their environment 

and case. They do not falter under the first impulse of hardship, but neither do they “drift 

slowly into an irrevocable attachment to life on the road.”
85

 They adjust to their 

circumstance through the strength of family. Such aspects are to be studied further in this 

thesis.  
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4. Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath and the Notion of the Road 
 

4.1 The Author and the Novel 

 

The sweet allure of California that blasted through the radio and emanated from the 

hand bills was exceedingly sweet to believe true. And Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath 

paints a picture of this disillusionment of the American Dream. The novel takes us along on 

the journey of the Joads from their practical eviction from their land to the treacherous 

journey undertaken to the land of presumed plentiful possibilities; California. Inevitably the 

novel opens up about the hardships along the way, the changes that occurred to each 

character and the general reshaping of circumstance. The Grapes of Wrath is often labeled a 

“proletarian novel,” devoting its pages to the human cause of the Thirties. The Great 

Depression was still resonant during the publication date of 1939. In this way the novel is a 

product of the Thirties that discussed subject matter of the Thirties. As Donald Pizer states: 

“The Grapes of Wrath is set entirely within the 1930s and is concerned with the distinctive 

condition of the depression.”
86

  

 

In this novel, Steinbeck takes us on the journey and flight of the migrant workers in 

a chronological order, painting the situation in a naturalistic and journalistic manner. In fact, 

it was on the basis of the author’s own experience and observation in migrant camps that 

inspired the writing of this cult classic. The direct experience and empathy with the 

common migrant families helped Steinbeck gain a strong awareness and a credibility of his 

literary effort. As Steinbeck writes in a letter to Anne Laurie Williams: “I had this new book 

on my soul.”
87

 It seems to be as if Steinbeck was too burdened to carry this plight alone and 
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it had to be expressed in no other means than that of a literary work. He continues: “It pulls 

no punches at all and may get us all into trouble but if so – so.”
88

 To Steinbeck the plight of 

the migrant worker was a chapter of American history that was in dire need of recognition 

and of public awareness, all at the cost of vast criticism. But by way of criticism Steinbeck 

had substantially achieved his means. In a letter to Elizabeth Otis, Steinbeck opens up about 

the weight and necessity to write this novel with a soul and strong accuracy. As Steinbeck 

strongly asserts: “I’m trying to write history while it is happening and I don’t want to be 

wrong.”
89

 His ventures as a journalist helped him truly get to the grind and understand the 

depth of the situation than often just skims the superficial surface. The grandeur of this cult 

classic stands in the novel’s fuss-free, undecorated depiction of reality that traced the 

nomadic life of migrants as closely as a literary piece could. And this simplicity of portrayal 

was accompanied by a simple language with all its natural profanities, faulty grammar and 

hearty dialect. Steinbeck repudiated: “the noble working man talking very like a junior 

college professor.” Thus, the author chose for his characters to speak, behave and act just as 

he observed and as real working people would behave naturally. The skills and genius of 

Steinbeck lies precisely in the ability to depict the normal, mundane as well as the gritty and 

the passionate.  

 

The publishing of The Grapes of Wrath resulted in grand fame as well as heated 

criticism bordering with criminal acts. The Associated Farmers were angered at Steinbeck’s 

depiction and have “tried to make me (Steinbeck) retract things by very sly methods.”
90

 

There is certainly something implicative of any attempt to conceal something. The whole 

notion of being angered by something that speaks of the truth is indicative of its true 

credibility. As Catherine Reef wrote: “the novelist had learned how the Associated Workers 
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made life even harder for the workers who went on strike.”
91

 Steinbeck’s In Dubious Battle 

explores the nature of strikes as they happened through Steinbeck’s observation. However it 

was through The Grapes of Wrath that Steinbeck truly entered the literary chart lists and 

spread deeper into the consciousness of the American reading public. But Steinbeck 

remained doubtful of the impact of the novel, as demonstrated in his letter: “In a month it 

will be off the list and in six months I’ll be forgotten.” 
92

 His novel would later be filmed 

and Steinbeck would obtain the Pulitzer Prize in 1940.
93

  

The novel is often deemed as exaggerated, false in its depiction of historical 

development as well as being overly sentimentally charged. Peter Monro Jack, a writer for 

the New York Times, wrote an article two days after the publication of The Grapes of 

Wrath in 1939. In it he describes: “Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath as pitiful and angry a 

novel ever to be written about America.”
94

 But as he closes the article he concludes:  

 

The real truth is that Steinbeck has written a novel from the depths of his heart with a 

sincerity seldom equaled. It may be an exaggeration, but it is the exaggeration of an 

honest and splendid writer.
95

 

 

If we are to observe the work of art, literature being one of its forms, we should focus 

on the creative aspect of the novel. We must not forget that The Grapes of Wrath is a 

fictional novel and not a journal. Although Steinbeck was greatly inspired by his journalistic 

endeavors within the migrant community we must also take into account the workings of 

the artistic imagination. Only then can we view this novel as a work of art, a social novel 

exposing the struggles of the migrant reality as well as a literary exposé of American life. It 

must be stated that Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath is not a mere working of the artist’s 
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imagination as it is more a recalling of the author’s travels through migrant camps with Tom 

Collins.
96

 As Robert DeMott writes in the introduction to The Grapes of Wrath: 

 

From his numerous field travels with Tom Collins, and from countless hours spent 

talking to migrant people, working beside them, listening to them, and sharing their 

problems, Steinbeck summoned all the great details of human form, language, and 

landscape that ensure artistic verismilitude, as well as the subtler imaginative nuances 

of dialect, idiosyncratic tics, habits, and gestures that animate fictional 

characterization.
97

 

 

The realism of the novel is striking and stands behind the reason of the novel’s canonic 

status. Without the background, the collected information and details observed into their 

most miniscule atoms The Grapes of Wrath would entirely and remotely be different. The 

novel was a long project in the making in Steinbeck’s mind, and the more he mulled over it 

and lived with the subject material the greater grew the responsibility of its deliverance. As 

Steinbeck writes in his journal Working Days, a journal of The Grapes of Wrath: “a good 

writer always works at the impossible.” And it was The Grapes of Wrath that created a great 

challenge for the author, the theme being: “so much greater than I am.”
98

 The completion of 

the novel required of the author the same bravery, strength and endurance that the migrant 

workers themselves demonstrated. The subject matter thus had to be met with the author’s 

writing abilities and delivered with careful treatment and aptness that this grand theme 

required. A superficial treatment would undermine Steinbeck’s effort to bring clarity to an 

important historic milestone and the possibility of bettering the situation of migrants 

through literary exposure. 
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 The writing up of The Grapes of Wrath was a journey in itself. In order for 

Steinbeck to deliver a novel that depicted the journey of the Joad family, the author had to 

throw himself into uncertainty constantly questioning his artistic abilities. In Working Days, 

Steinbeck maps his journey from the very seeds of the novel to its completion; a genesis of 

the work. Robert DeMott writes in the introduction of Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath 

journal – “Working Days, too, is a tale of dramatic proportions – false starts, self-doubts, 

whining complaints, paranoia, ironic intentions, personal reversals, and – woven tenuously 

throughout – the fragile thread of recovery.”
99

 Not only did the Joads venture on a life 

changing journey, the author that willed them also went on a journey of self-discovery. The 

Grapes of Wrath is the result of this very journey. 

 

4.2  The Turtle and the Tractor 

 

The Grapes of Wrath is laden with imagery of the road, of battered jalopies loaded 

with possessions and families with hesitant faces. If there is a true underlying theme of the 

novel it is that of a journey and change. The ever-present dust at the beginning of the novel 

marks the changes that were underway. “The dawn came but no day,” as Steinbeck writes, 

points towards the climatic changes that would be the impetus of necessary change. The 

dust would linger and asphyxiate all possibility of crops growing. As Steinbeck writes about 

the Dust Bowl migrants in The Harvest Gypsies: “their lands are destroyed and they can 

never go back to them.”
100

 This exodus of the inhabitants of this barren land is an inevitable 

change necessary for survival. And never had the term “exodus” been more fitting, derived 

from the Greek Eks-hodos; eks –“out of”, hodos – “way”. These Dust Bowl migrants had to 

head out on the road in order for their families to survive. And when “nothing could grow in 
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the thirsty earth of the Dust Bowl” the farmers had to leave, along with their families and 

become harvest gypsies, as Steinbeck would call them. As Steinbeck states: “[...] they are 

not migrants by nature. They are gypsies by force of circumstance.”
101

 From farmers that 

once worked the lands of Oklahoma, Nebraska, Kansas and Texas they became travelers by 

necessity and migrant workers by occupation.  

 

The first chapter of The Grapes of Wrath, sets the scene of a dust filled Oklahoma. It 

recalls the drought that drank life out of the Great Plains and sets the somber and 

melancholic mood of the novel. This chapter concludes the first changes in the novel that 

take place; changes that would inevitably alter the future of the inhabitants of this parched 

and barren land. The dust that fell on the crops brought with it the omen of death if one 

were to stay and work the land to the last remaining drop of water. The dust storm had left 

the inhabitants wondering what to do next, which road to take and what to do. As Steinbeck 

writes in The Grapes of Wrath – “the man sat still – thinking – figuring.”
102

 The result of the 

decision that rooted out of necessity would be the impetus of the vast array of changes that 

would occur as the novel develops and as the characters journey west.  

 

Chapter Two introduces the prime character of the novel Tom Joad. He is pulled 

homeward rather than fleeing elsewhere. The chapter is infused with notions of the road and 

traveling as Tom boards the Oklahoma City Transport Company bus. He engages in 

conversations with the driver. The conversation that they share has qualities of a 

premonition when the driver utters, “but the road gets into a guy. He’s got to do 

somepin.”
103

 Little does Tom Joad know that traveling the road by necessity would be his 

imminent future, a future not entirely just his own; but a future of the Joad family. As Tom 
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travels home he meets a few people along the way, the ex-preacher Jim Casy as well as 

Muley Graves, an old neighbor of the Joads. Traveling, one is inevitably bound to meet 

people, and with some the bond created is one that changes the course of a life story. Such 

is the case of Jim Casy. 

 

John Steinbeck chooses to involve symbolism from the outset of the novel. As a 

matter of fact he devotes a whole chapter to depict a migrating turtle. The presence of this 

intercalated chapter is steeped in symbolism, especially connotative of movement and 

growth. As David Wyatt writes: “the mere movement of the turtle becomes part of the 

process of change and growth.”
104

 By extension the turtle’s journey suggests an analogy to a 

man’s journey and the journey that awaits the Joad family. The turtle moves slowly, 

carefully and with measured attempts at moving. It is tested by circumstance and natural 

trials and tribulations. The similarities between the journey of a turtle and the Joads is 

evident. The turtle wants to be free to roam the earth. Like Jim Casy says: “they work at it 

and work at it, and at last one day they get out and away they go – off somewhere.”
105

 The 

turtle seems to have a sense of direction, not knowing where exactly, but heading a certain 

way. As Tom Joad suggests: “goin’ someplace [...] goin’ for home maybe.”
106

 Tom’s 

yearning for home is transferred onto the turtle. 

 

Much criticism and analysis has been devoted to the meaning of the turtle and its 

raison d'être in the novel. But what the majority of criticism points out is the function of the 

turtle as an agent of movement. As professor Richard Astro of Oregon State University 

mentions: “[the turtle] symbolically representing the Joad’s weary trek westward.”
107

 The 

term “weary” is the necessary to stress as the way of movement is connotative of the 

                                                 
104 Wyatt, David. New Essays on The Grapes of Wrath (New York: Cambridge UP, 1990) 27. 
105 Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath 23. 
106 23. 
107 Steinbeck, Life in Letters 82. 



38 

 

measured nature of the Joads’ journey. As the turtle is struck by a truck on the road, and 

tossed like a coin, the Joads’ embark on a journey amply accompanied by trials and 

tribulations. In Steinbeck’s words, the turtle is: “the fictional symbol that will act as a 

vehicle.”
108

 The turtle is a symbolic premonition of an exodus from deplete hope to possible 

salvation. Steinbeck makes no difference between the turtle and the human being. As 

Harold Bloom writes: “Steinbeck’s use of personification and anthropomorphism 

underscores his view of Homo sapiens as just another species.”
109

 Thus it would not be a far 

stretch to say that the turtle is an extended metaphor for the Joads. Its movement is likened 

to the journey that the Joads are to undertake. 

 

 The turtle chapter is one among many of intercalary chapters that break the flow of 

the novel. This interruption in the running of the novel storyline often has a symbolic 

meaning, or it uses a variety of external voices that have an indirect impact on the 

understanding of the novel. These chapters are often commentaries in a variety of voices 

and points of view and in this way help to “halt the emotional slide towards 

sentimentality.”
110

 As Steinbeck wrote in a letter to Merle Armitage, that The Grapes of 

Wrath was “symphonic [in] composition, in movement, in tone and in scope.”
111

 The 

variety of styles, of voices, and chapters all speak to each other and create sound in unison. 

The intercalary chapters break the flow as in a movement in a symphony, the tone changes, 

the speed changes and the absolute complete impression of the piece is a summary of all the 

choruses and breaks. As Robert DeMott writes: “as in a huge symphony whose total 

impression far surpasses the sum of its discrete and sometimes dissonant parts.”
112

 The 

Grapes of Wrath, by title, is extracted from the Battle Hymn of the Republic sourcing from 
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the Bible. And alike the Battle Hymn of the Republic the novel is to be read as a chant, as a 

symphony; as a song that sings America. The hymn was taught in schools but the words 

would soon vanish from the children’s mouths.
113

 As Steinbeck strongly asserts: “the Battle 

Hymn is American, and intensely so [...] so if both words and music are there the book is 

keyed into the American scene from the beginning.”
114

 Thus, The Grapes of Wrath is an 

American symphony from the outset.  

 

 After the symbolic chapter of the turtle in motion, the novel retraces back to the Joad 

narrative. However, symbolism lingers beyond the lyrical chapters and can be fully enjoyed 

even in the narrative chapters. The figure of a “thick-furred yellow shepherd dog” 

represents goal and purpose as the dog heads in a definite direction. Unlike the wandering 

soul of Tom and the preacher, the dog trots on towards a destination. As the preacher utters: 

“me – I don’t know where I’m goin’.”
115

 And it is this lack of purpose that unites Casy, the 

preacher, with Tom Joad. They cross each other’s path and this union brings about 

significant changes that are instrumental to the novel.  

 

Tom Joad, having been jailed for four years in McAlester, can observe appalling 

changes in the landscape as well as the Joad homestead. The changes that he is exposed to 

are all the more visible for the lack of his presence. The land is beaten by wind and dust 

covers everything. As the scenery is described: “the smell of burned dust was in the air, and 

the air was dry, so that mucus in the nose dried to a crust, and the eyes watered to keep the 

eyeballs from drying out.”
116

 As Casy and Tom discuss various subjects, among which one 

of the subjects is holiness as a product of collective society,
117

they come to a top of a hill 
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overlooking the Joad homestead. The scenery as it opens in front of their eyes is unlike 

Tom’s memories. Upon approaching the house he once called home, Tom Joad observes the 

decrepit state of the house. As Tom Joad utters: “It ain’t the same [...] looka that house. 

Somepin’s happened. They ain’t nobody there.”
118

 In an analogous manner the land has 

been abandoned like the water had left the land dry. But the reasons behind this exodus are 

not a just mere necessity, but also circumstances not entirely related with the natural world. 

As Chapter 6 exposes, the mass eviction from the land was charged by a thirst for profit of 

panic-stricken banks.  

 

The following chapter is an inter-chapter giving the reader an insight into the 

changes that were taking place in the Dust Bowl under the strain of the Great Depression. 

The land was effectively taken away from the tenant farmers, the landowners were pushed 

by the bank, and the bank was a monster that munched on everything blocking its way to 

profit. The banks are likened to hungry monsters: “the monster has to have profits all the 

time. It can’t wait, it will die. When the monster stops growing, it dies. It can’t stay one 

size.”
119

 The blame fell on the banks, but it was them that were the most fragile during the 

banking crisis of the Great Depression. People simply had to have someone or something to 

blame and the banks were the closest to money. As Steinbeck was quoted by The Builders 

Association: 

 

 If a bank or finance company owned the land, the owner man said, the Bank - or the 

Company- needs – wants- insists – must have – as though the Bank or the Company 

were a monster, with thought and feeling, which has ensnared them.
120
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The problem was in the identification of the face that stood behind it all. As David Welky 

writes: “big banks own the land, and no one seems to own the land.”
121

 That specific feeling 

of hopelessness, of not knowing who to turn to or who to be angry at was specifically 

baffling and aggravating. Such was the situation for the Joads and for other evacuees from 

the Dust Bowl; they were evicted from the land they themselves cultivated without knowing 

why. The simple tenant farmers were driven out by: “snub-nosed monsters, raising the dust 

and sticking their snouts into it.”
122

 The forced mechanical exodus from the land was thus 

accompanied by the drought that made the move elsewhere futile.  

 

 The industrial changes that were underway brought with it a scary prospect of the 

working man/woman as a redundant work force. The connection with the land was lost: “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.”
123

 

Times have inevitably changed as the tractor drove into the scene in The Grapes of Wrath. 

There was no longer a place for a tenant farmer working with his bare hands. The tractor 

driver in Chapter 5 represents not only technological advances, but also the lack of 

sympathy for others other than your own. A strong sense of individual greed and lack of 

heed for others resonates strongly in this chapter, but is also a sign of the changes that were 

to take place and shape the future.  
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4.3 “They’re gone or dead” 

 

 When Tom Joad and Casy appear on top of a hill overlooking the Joad place they 

observe the changes in the land, in the integrity of the house as well as a deafening silence 

left behind by the evacuees. As Casy utters: “I’d say the arm of the Lord had struck. But 

now I don’t know what happened.”
124

 The changes that have occurred are palpable yet still 

a mystery. As Tom states: “they’re gone or dead.”
125

 Those are the two only options that 

arise as both wanderers are perplexed by the situation. Tom’s statement of the two only 

possibilities; of death or movement, are instrumental and foretelling of the further 

development of the novel. As the novel unfolds the notion of movement is a symbol for the 

possibility of survival, and staying put means death, whether physical and spiritual.  

 

 It is in these first chapters that Steinbeck begins to introduce the notion of home as 

not being fixed to a place; but instead a home as a fleeing concept. As David Wyatt writes: 

“The Grapes of Wrath also marks the end of Steinbeck’s conception of home as a place.
126

 

Home becomes a thing of the past, something that was but cannot be reconstituted and 

duplicated. Rather than being fixed to a place, the “new” notion of home comes closer to 

being together as a family, a certain union at a specific place or in motion. Steinbeck 

himself was in eternal search for what he could call “home”. As he writes in his letter in 

1949: “I think I have no “place” home. Home is people and where you work well.”
127

 Life is 

thus nothing but a lifeline of temporary homes, of varied places travelled to in order to live 

life and strive. As Steinbeck writes in his Travels with Charley: “home has ceased to exist 

except in the mothballs of memory.”
128

 The notion of home in The Grapes of Wrath is a 

mere remnant of history, of the past that cannot be relived. The term becomes obsolete and 
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it is first replaced by the vehicle as a home followed by squatters’ camps and temporary 

houses. Steinbeck himself felt restless when it came to searching for a place to call home: “I 

have homes everywhere and many I have not seen yet. That is perhaps why I am restless. I 

haven’t seen all of my homes.”
129

 The restlessness in The Grapes of Wrath, is not due to a 

yearning for home, but instead a restlessness to find work. As Steinbeck writes about the 

migrant dispossessed: “they streamed over the mountains hungry and restless – restless as 

ants, scurrying to find work to do – to lift, to push, to pull, to pick, to cut – anything, any 

burden to bear, for food.”
130

 Thus the notion of home became a place where one finds food 

for the family. And moving was an integral part of this search.  

  

In Chapter 6, Muley Graves, a neighbor of the Joads remains on the plains, reluctant 

to leave the place that was now possessed by silence. As Muley states: “I’ll be aroun’ till 

hell freezes over.”
131

 Muley incarnates a Quixotic defiance that not only decreases his 

chances of survival but it is also at a cost of possible insanity. Muley Graves refuses to set 

out to the west like the others and thus remains lonely wondering the plains. As in the words 

of Harold Bloom, Muley Graves is: “lurking in the carcasses of the farmhouses like a 

‘graveyard ghost’.”
132

 He ultimately refuses to change, to move elsewhere and seek hope 

and to adjust to new ways. In many ways Muley Graves is a conservative soul waiting, 

surviving and keeping a close watch on the things left behind – “so when all the folks come 

back it’ll be all right.”
133

 He is a hermit once the others head westward and he is adamant to 

remain on the land; the only land he understands. Muley admits the land is deplete and 

never really was fruitful, but the reason why he had stayed was because he was told to 

leave. The pig-headed mule in Muley simply would not budge when told. As he states: “But 
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them sons-a-bitches says I got to get off – an’, Jesus Christ , a man can’t, when he’s tol’ 

to!”
134

 But behind all this stubbornness stands the imminent destiny of uprootedness 

experienced upon leaving a homeland. Muley is not convinced that the future holds hope; 

and moving west to California is not simply a solution to this crisis. As Muley states: “They 

just cut ‘em in two. Place where folks live is them folks. They ain’t whole, out lonely on the 

road in a piled-up car. They ain’t live no more.”
135

 Thus, even though Steinbeck 

demonstrates in The Grapes of Wrath that a home is not a fixed concept, through Muley 

Graves he asserts that our home is deeply rooted within.  

 

 

4.4 Hope for the Future  

 

The notion of hope in the future resonates strongly throughout the novel. But the 

fruit of hope ripens before the exodus of Joads to California. Tom Joad joins the family on 

their westward journey, hoping for a better life for himself as well as for the family as a 

whole. But Grampa’s hope is one that dies the earliest by way of his own death. But before 

that happens, Grampa has visions of a better life in California through the symbol of a juicy 

grape. As he says:  

Jus’ 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 big bunch 

of grapes off a bush, or whatever, an’ I’m gonna squash ‘em on my face an’ let ‘em 

run offen my chin.
136

 

 

Here, California is equated with fertility and plenitude. But the abundant produce, as well as 

the land, was highly inaccessible to the migrant worker and his relatives. As the Joad family 

approach California, they meet a man and his son returning back home. The tough reality is 
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uttered by the father: “Sure, nice to look at, but you can’t none of it.”
137

 The American 

Dream of owning land, even if just a small patch of land Lennie’s (Of Mice and Men) dream 

of a “field of alfalfa for the rabbits,”
138

is integral to the American spirit. As Steinbeck writes 

in his Harvest Gypsies: “In their heads, as they move wearily from harvest to harvest, there 

is one urge, and one overwhelming need, to acquire a little land again, and to settle on it and 

stop their wondering.”
139

 Homeownership is thus a completion of an American Dream, 

licensing the owner with freedom and self-sustainability. It is preceded by the “dream of a 

good income” and ensures “upward and outward mobility.”
140

 

 

 What can be argued is that the notion of the American Dream had no place in such 

dire times as were the Depression years. But Charles Hearn, who documented all literary 

and other written sources from the 1920s to 1930s, argues that the American Dream 

persevered. As he states: “The myth of success has penetrated American culture much too 

completely for a single crisis, even one as harrowing, as the Great Depression, to deal it the 

death blow.”
141

 But as is common, during the time of crisis people cling on to hope as a 

means of survival. Route 66 represented that hope, that what was left behind had purpose 

and what lay ahead was a basketful of possibilities. To hope was to want a change; a change 

for the better. As Casy says in The Grapes of Wrath: “They got to live before they can 

afford to die.”
142

 Thus moving from the Dust Bowl was leaving the inevitable danger of 

death towards hope of the unknown.  

 

 To move elsewhere means to set up anew, a new life entirely. But as Steinbeck 

utters in the intercalary Chapter 9: “we can’t start again. The bitterness we sold to the junk 
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man – he got it all right, but we have it still [...] To California or any place – everyone a 

drum major leading a parade of hurts, marching with our bitterness.” 
143

 Steinbeck seems to 

state that bitterness is something one carries from the past, from the circumstance that 

impacted him. “But you can’t start. Only a baby can start,” here Steinbeck depicts the past 

as a burden carried on the exodus to the west. Simply, the past cannot be forgotten and it 

hinders the possibility of future hope. The visions of starting over implies the burning of the 

past, of letting go of the land, of many possessions - “How can we live without our lives? 

How will we know it’s us without our past? No. Leave it. Burn it.”
144

 Setting up a new life 

in the west meant letting go of not only the material aspects of life, but also implied changes 

in personality that would inevitably shape the characters. Such was the case of the Joads.  

 

 Hanging onto hope is an enduring theme in the novel. Even through the dire 

conditions the family sticks together and hopes in unison. But the most prominent character 

that continually invigorates good prospects for the future is the character of Ma. Traveling 

the road she maintains a strong sense of a hopeful future through her steadfast and abiding 

convictions. Even towards the end of the novel when the family settles for a little while at a 

peach picking ranch, Ma says: “’F we pick plenty peaches, we might get a house, pay rent 

even, for a couple months. We got to have a house.”
145

 Besides the material aspect of 

having sufficient funds to support the whole family and provide them with food, Ma has a 

profound hope in the survival of her family. As Ma says: “We ain’t gonna die out. People is 

goin’ on – changin’ a little, maybe, but goin’ right on.”
146

 She envisions changes for the 

future and realistically realizes that characters will change under such crude conditions. But 

inevitably she sees her family surviving and pulling through even though the string of hope 

is thinning out. Ma’s perseverance to go on, to live each day one by one gives immense 
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strength to the family. And this moving on, going on, pushing forward is an expressed 

necessity to travel the road to a new destination. As tiresome and soul-crunching it is to 

have to constantly move about, pack and unpack, it is a fundamental measure.  

 

 The ending of the The Grapes of Wrath leaves us with, if even a miniscule hope for 

the future of the Joads. There have been suggestions that the ending of the novel has strong 

parallels with the Bible. As J.P. Hunter writes in his essay: “the Bible’s three major symbols 

of a purified are suggested: the Old Testament deluge, the New Testament stable, and the 

continuing ritual of communion.”
147

 The ending seems somewhat cut off, abruptly ended 

with a splash of symbolism often confusing its readers. Rose of Sharon, having offered her 

breast to feed a starving man could perhaps be a symbolism of an offering; a certain hope 

for the continuation of humanity. But as all symbolic endings go there are vast numbers of 

interpretations and the one chosen is a mere abstraction.  

 

 What has hopefully been put forward is the connection between hope and a journey. 

The exodus and quest of the Joads towards hope and possibility had to take place on the 

road and eventually in the many destinations. The fluctuating quality of hope fulfilled and 

hope crushed is the impetus and charging motor of the necessity to move again. Once the 

hopes of the Joads is crushed in the first Hooverville, at the government camp, at the peach 

pickin’ ranch and at the cotton picking camp the necessity to move further yet again is 

repeated. But as has been stated prior, the enduring hope of the Joads is perpetuated through 

the character of Ma who asserts that life ought to be lived day by day. Thus the journey of 

life is the survival from day to day as much as it is the necessity to move geographically. 
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4.5 Exploration and Escape  

 

Janis P. Stout mentioned exploration and escape as two significant themes in road 

literature. From the outset, The Grapes of Wrath deals with the impending doom of change 

that is inflicted upon the common man. The fall of the stock market in 1929 changed 

American society en masse: not only were the banks afflicted, but the chain reaction also 

lead all the way down to the common farmer, the storekeeper, the roadside restaurant – 

practically the whole mosaic of America was reshaped. The drastic changes that were 

happening to the farming industry replaced the farming family with a mercenary tractor, 

and relocation for the redundant agriculturalists was the resulting necessity. The escape 

theme threads through the whole novel from beginning to end. The Joad family is forever 

escaping under the strain of circumstance. As Susan Shillinglaw writes: “[The Grapes of 

Wrath] conveys [an] escape from Depression woe.”
148

 And the notion of escape is closely 

linked with change, both as cause and as effect.  

The first instance of escape that we can talk about is the decision of the Joads to 

head west, escaping the past and looking nervously forward into the future. The road that 

facilitates this escape is Route 66, linking the past of the Joads with their uncertain 

possibilities. And upon this road many changes occur. At first the family travels together, 

united in their rickety jalopy. But as the journey continues and the uncertainty of finding 

jobs intensifies, some family members, like Noah and Connie Rivers, separate themselves 

from the united trek to California. Other characters, like Granma and Granpa, die on the 

journey west and thus escape the desperate conditions that the others live to see and 

experience.  
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On the highway the environment changes as landscapes open up and close. As Rick 

Marshall writes: “[the highway] tool provid[es] a path of escape from oppression at home, 

leading toward a new future in the west.”
149

 The road facilitates this escape from drought 

and desiccation towards hope for a more fertile future. We often know only what we are 

escaping from, not what we are escaping to. And like other migrants fleeing from the Dust 

Bowl and other impoverished parts of United States, the Joads occasionally succumb to the 

exaggerated promises of California. However, the landscape that opens to them on their 

way, through the barren plains of Texas and the deserts of New Mexico and Arizona, 

evokes premonitions of a bleak future. As Rick Marshall writes: “The landscape Steinbeck 

describes as the Joads escape from Oklahoma and plod across Texas portrays a future full 

of gloom for the family.”
150

 As they have escaped the drought, the impending starvation, 

and the past, they set out on a life in constant, anxious, and vulnerable transit.  

One often associates freedom with the ability to roam freely on the road. At least 

this vision is one most representative of freedom as treated in journey narratives. However, 

the journey of the Joads is one guided by necessity, often to places where they hear jobs are 

available. This is hardly any freedom at all.  As Rick Marshall states:  

Rather than the freedom of an open road, they have found great hardship as they travel 

with limited funds. Although the highway helps them flee dispossession and loss of 

home, it does not bring opportunity for betterment of their lot.
151

 

For the Joads, traveling the road is not a choice, it is a necessity. And adjusting to their new 

conditions is life-changing for all the characters involved, teaching them skills of survival 

in order to cope with this “life in transition.”
152

 They have escaped Oklahoma and their 
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past, but what they come to find is that their road life is one that is linked with constant 

escape. They are “people in flight.”
153

 

 Throughout the novel the Joads escape their homeland, roam from camp to camp, 

barely escaping from starvation. Tom is also often escaping due to the violation of his 

parole and his violent attack to avenge the death of Jim Casy. Thus it is not only the 

menace of starvation from which the Joads are in constant flight, but also dissolution of the 

family unit. Just when there is a glimmer of hope at Weedpatch, where the Joads are treated 

with respect and as human beings, the lack of work forces them to pack up again and leave. 

The life for migrants is segmented into short stays, paralleling the harvest cycle of crops. 

And the life of the Joads on the road traces this seasonal tendency.  

 The Joads explore new landscapes, external and internal, by way of escape. They 

experience the changing landscape from rural to urban areas, from drought ridden lands of 

the Dust Bowl to the lush greenery of California. The novel is not merely an exploration of 

a vast stretch of land that opens up along Highway 66, nor do the characters set out to 

explore out of leisure, but most profoundly the novel is an exploration of each involved 

human spirit and its inevitable transformation. The following chapter will treat character 

changes of the Joad family members by exploring and pinpointing the development of this 

inner topography under the influence of a changing outer landscapes and circumstances. 
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5. Identity Changes in The Grapes of Wrath 

 

 Steinbeck sends the Joads on a journey, puts them through trials and tribulations and 

skillfully maps out the changes that have occurred in their characters. In his journalistic 

Harvest Gypsies, Steinbeck observes the migrant lives of groups and individuals and he 

does the same through the scope of fiction in The Grapes of Wrath. Under the strain 

economic pressure and struggle for food, the migrants were increasingly susceptible to 

change. Most often these changes were ascribed to the loss of dignity. As Steinbeck writes 

in his Harvest Gypsies: “dignity is all gone, and spirit has turned to sullen anger before it 

dies.”
154

 The moods were ever-shifiting under the strain of circumstance, elbows became 

sharper, the tongue more flexible and gentleness was a remnant of the past.  

 Harold Bloom, in his guide on the The Grapes of Wrath, writes: “the family is 

attempting to rediscover the identity it lost when it was dispossessed, so the Joads travel 

from order (their old, traditional life) through disorder (the road, California) to some hope 

of a better rediscovered identity.”
155

 As Bloom demonstrates, the journey of the Joads is not 

just a physical move, as it is identity forming and identity shifting. In the Joad family there 

were two occurrences of death, constant bouts of hostility from the environment as well as 

despair at not finding a job. All of these factors directly play into the cause of identity 

change.  

As all changes go, some are for the better and some are for the worse. Some 

changes happen to an individual and some events change an entire family and group as a 

unit. Steinbeck seems to be more focused on the group dynamic rather than having the story 

revolve around a set of individuals. Undoubtedly, the Joads as individuals do possess 

unique personality traits, but Steinbeck depicts the characters in relation to unity rather than 
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disparity. Steinbeck accentuates the need for community as well as man’s responsibility 

towards it. His phalanx theory is certainly an integral part of understanding the identity 

changes that occur in The Grapes of Wrath. The details are to be described in the following 

sub-chapter.  

 Under the strains of circumstance, man becomes a despondent being with animal 

instincts. As he loses dignity, “he loses his valid position in regard to society, and 

consequently his whole ethics toward society.”
156

 Steinbeck writes about dignity in Harvest 

Gypsies as “one of the most regrettable results of the migrant’s life.”
157

 The migrant’s life 

becomes rootless, there never being enough time to settle as hunger looms and employment 

is rare. The people are in flight as they are continually displaced and their identity is one 

formed in transit, reacting to the environment like a plant sprouting from the earth. When 

individual dignity is lost the only thing to turn to is family, a group or a small society. The 

migrants travel united with the same plea and the same needs. As they travel they become 

one mass, pushing forward united. As Steinbeck writes of the Joads in his Working Days: 

“[the journey of the Joads is an] ironic exodus from home to homelessness, from 

individualism to collective awareness, from selfishness to communal love, from “I” to 

“we”.”
158
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5.1 The Phalanx Identity 

 

In 1935 John Steinbeck wrote an unpublished essay called “The Argument of the 

Phalanx”.
159

 In this essay Steinbeck notes the way that a individual personality is subsumed 

by a collective personality. In The Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck puts the phalanx theory into 

play. As Marcia Salazar writes in “John Steinbeck’s Phalanx Theory”: “Steinbeck’s main 

interest in writing his novel was to make some observations about man’s behaviour both as 

an individual and as a part of a group.”
160

 There is no better playground than in The Grapes 

of Wrath or In Dubious Battle for Steinbeck to play out his theory.  

Steinbeck puts forward three major characters which best demonstrate his phalanx 

theory, or in other words, characters that embrace Steinbeck’s “unity of life.”
161

 These 

characters are those of Ma, Tom Joad and preacher Casy. These individual characters pull in 

other members of the family and call for the necessity to stick together through the hard 

times in order to strengthen the possibilities of survival. Essentially what Steinbeck 

demonstrates through this is the idea that the strength of individuals is multiplied in unity. 

Only when united do the family and other migrants have the possibility of overcoming 

circumstances.  

What is very interesting is the etymology of the term “phalanx”. As Harold Bloom 

offers the background: “[phalanx is] a Greek term that describes a group of men marching 

together into battle.”
162

 The circumstances in the novel do closely resemble that of a battle 

of the physical and mental kind. In the beginning when the Joads set out on the journey they 

are individuals belonging to one family. But as the novel progresses and the life situation 
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deteriorates, the family are made to rely on each other, support each other. After all, when 

there is nothing to do and no means of bettering the situation, the group unit solidifies. 

When the Joad men work alone and the children and women tend the “transit household,” 

the potential strength of the unit is not utilized. However, when the whole family 

participates, the wages increase and the life situation is, at least momentarily, improved.  

The phalanx theory, otherwise termed “group–man,” does not solely apply to the 

family unit, but also to the interaction between the units. The Joads befriend the Wilsons, 

and as they share their stories they unite in their plight. Steinbeck demonstrates the birth of 

the group-man in chapter 14:  

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 one dream. And it might be that a sick child threw despair into 

the hearts of twenty families, of a hundred people; that a birth there in a tent kept 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 the new baby… 

And a new unit was formed. The dusk came, but before the dark went down the new 

family was of the camp.
163

 

The family is thus now a part of a unit, a bigger group holding more strength and 

possibilities than before. After having travelled with the Wilsons, and eventually parting 

from them, the Joads form new units in Weedpatch and other camps. They have changed 

from being a private family to being part of a bigger family of migrant workers. Inevitably 

this form of mutual help is one that secures the possibility of survival.  

 

 

 

  

                                                 
163

 Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath 202. 



55 

 

5.2 Character changes 

 

 As previously stated, the Joads were part of Steinbeck’s applied phalanx theory. But 

what has to be asserted is that the “group-man” was also an individual with specific 

character traits behaving quite differently out of the context of the community. The primary 

characters that are to be analyzed are: Ma Joad, Pa Joad, Tom Joad, and Jim Casy, with 

marginal analyses of Uncle John, Rose of Sharon, Winfield, and Ruthie. Throughout the 

novel one can observe substantial character changes as the Joads travel the road and face a 

variety of experiences. Another great change is that of the shift from a private family to a 

family within a community, otherwise as part of a phalanx. Inevitably this change is caused 

by changes in character of the individuals who constitute the whole.  

The members of the Joad family changed substantially during the move westward. 

As George Henderson writes: “The Grapes of Wrath cannot be understood fully unless the 

characters are seen to develop in the relationship to the places through which they 

moved.”
164

 As the landscape changes so do the characters develop and change under the 

circumstances. The road simply denotes the timeline of change from the beginning to the 

end of the novel. To observe the changes to the group as a whole, we shall now embark on 

the analysis of each individual character. [Does this strategy work? How and why?] Special 

emphasis will be placed on characters who principally shape the dynamic of the novel and 

those most impacted by change.  

Ma Joad plays a substantial role in the life of the novel. Throughout the novel Ma 

Joad’s strength is reinforced as she assumes the responsibility for the family, its integrity, 

and its dignity, as well as its survival. From the outset Ma is a caring woman, full of vigor 

and vivacity as she prepares food for the family and creates a feeling of home. She 
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possesses the healthy strength of a woman, wife and mother. But as the novel develops, she 

becomes the head of a family, challenging the structure of patriarchy with an evident reign 

of matriarchy.
165

 But before this happens, Ma Joad undergoes significant changes in her 

character. As the Joads set out on the journey and hit the highway, Al asks Ma about her 

fear of the future. Ma admits her fear, but more than anything she realizes her position in the 

family. Ma says something instrumental for her future development: “up ahead they’s a 

thousan’ lives we might live, but when it comes, it’ll only be one. If I go ahead on all of 

‘em, it’s too much. You got to live ahead ‘cause you’re so young, but – it’s just the road 

goin’ by for me.”
166

 She further continues with her speech by saying: “that’s all I can do. I 

can’t do no more. All the rest’d get upset if I done any more’n that. They all depen’ on me 

jus’ thinkin’ about that.”
167

 She realizes that her decisions and her utterances have the power 

to change the will and strength of the family. Essentially, the whole family relies on her, and 

not solely on the “pork bones” she cooks. 

Ma’s strength is tested as she sleeps alongside the corpse of her mother so as to 

cross the border of Arizona. She keeps her struggles private in order for the family to make 

its way to California. She epitomizes selflessness and sacrifice, but before she develops 

these features she throws a few emotional fits. Eventually, though, she realizes that the 

family depends on her and that the notion of family is the greatest possession in times when 

property is fleeting. As Ma utters: “What we got lef’ in the world? Nothin’ but us. Nothin’ 

but the folks.”
168

 Thus, Ma Joad embodies a certain sense of togetherness as well as 

Steinbeck’s phalanx theory. She solidifies the family, assures its members and gives the 

family a constant lease on hope in the time of darkness.  
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From the beginning of the novel the readers are informed about Ma’s “citadel of the 

family”
169

 position. She is described as a ‘healer’ and an ‘arbiter’
170

, both attributes which 

do not falter throughout the novel. Ma Joad holds a central role in the novel in terms of 

keeping the family together and alive. As is written in the novel: “she seemed to know that 

if she swayed the family shook, and if she ever really deeply wavered or despaired the 

family would fall, the family will to function would be gone.”
171

 Ma Joad is thus aware of 

her position, but it will take the journey to California for Ma Joad to practice this power 

over her family. It is during the hardships when Ma Joad takes action and gives direction. 

The greatest change in Ma Joad is her position within the family. From her humble 

position of a wife she takes the lead and becomes a matriarch of the family. As Warren 

Motley argues: “the patriarchal structure of the Joad family, although shaken, remains intact 

through the early chapters of The Grapes of Wrath. Gathering to plan their trip to California 

they arrange themselves in a hierarchical formation.”
172

 Ma Joad gains her strength and 

position on the journey and in the migration camps that the Joads inhabit. She anchors the 

family when the strength of Pa Joad falters. Warren Motley demonstrates this by stating: 

“As the older Joad men sink into ineffectiveness and despondency, family authority shifts to 

Ma Joad.”
173

 She does not do it just to gain power, but her main intentions are to keep the 

family together. When the Joad men challenge the integrity of the family, Ma Joad steps in 

to take action. More than anybody, and earlier, she realizes the necessity of unity and 

community.  

Ma Joad inevitably challenges the patriarchal structures so as to ensure the survival 

of the family. Her emergence as a strong head of the family “signal[s] an essential 
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adaptation: under the economic conditions of the migration, survival depends on the 

collective security of matriarchal society rather than on patriarchal self-reliance.”
174

 On the 

road, far displaced from “home,” a new home is established; a new home on wheels where 

tradition is left behind and a new sense of “government” is instilled. Ma Joad adopts a sense 

of community beyond that of the family unit, as she says: “Use’ ta be the fambly was fust. It 

ain’t so now. It’s anybody.”
175

 Thus, it is through the character of Ma Joad that the family 

comes to understand the importance of cooperation and community as means of surviving 

the treacherous journey.   

Another character who strongly shapes the development of the novel, as well as 

undergoes a series of changes in character, is Tom Joad. Cynthia Burkhead maps his 

development as one from “selfishness to selflessness.”
176

 As a selfish young man, Tom 

enters the scene heading homeward and looking forward to Ma’s food and the warmth of 

home.  Instead, the harsh reality of the Great Depression hits the Joad household and they 

are forced to flee. Tom, having left prison, is released from an environment of solitude into 

an environment of family where interaction and selflessness is demanded. Tom assumes a 

central responsibility in bringing the family to their destination. He represents a necessary 

link for the family, as he is young, practical and has experienced tough conditions. As 

Warren Motley writes: “Tom and Al similarly gain stature because their mechanical 

knowledge gives them work on the journey.”
177

 His knowledge of the mechanical sustains 

his importance within the family unit. Through the mechanical repairing Tom not only helps 

himself by retaining a sense of purpose, but also realizes that he has it in his potential to 

help others.  
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Warren Motley stresses that Tom Joad is a product of Ma Joad’s philosophy and 

legacy.
178

 Like his mother he is tenacious and resilient, taking life as it comes. The 

similarities can be compared in Tom’s: “I climb fences when I got fences to climb”
179

 and 

Ma’s: “up ahead they’s a thousan’ lives we might live, but when it comes, it’ll only be 

one.”
180

 Both take life as it comes, and instead of troubling themselves with questions of 

what could be they confront reality at face value. Their decisions are intuitive, instinctively 

concerned with maintaining the integrity of the family. 

The transformation of Tom throughout the novel is that from a selfish individual to 

an empathetic fighter for human justice. In his memorable speech he says: “wherever 

there’s a fight so that hungry people can eat, I’ll be there. Wherever they’s a cop beatin’ up 

a guy, I’ll be there...I’ll be in the way guys yell when they’re mad an’- I’ll be in the way 

kids kids laugh when they’re hungry an’ they know supper’s ready.” Tom Joad leaves 

behind his egocentrism and instead chooses the path of altruism. His sense of a need for 

action to overturn the faulty system is one that becomes enhanced upon experiencing 

several bouts of injustice. Tom will not simply be an on-looker tolerating the fallacies of the 

system and the injustice inflicted upon the migrants. Throughout the journey, little by little, 

Tom Joad gains a voice – one that speaks not of the “I” but of the “we”.  

Pa Joad is a character who plays a rather peripheral role in the novel, or more 

precisely his role shifts from central to peripheral. At the beginning of the novel Pa Joad is 

an authority in the family, standing right behind the titular head position of Grampa. His 

position in the family seems unshakeable at first, just as long as he has his feet firmly set on 

the land in Oklahoma. The moment when his position falters is when the Joads are on the 

road beginning to live a life in transit. Eventually, as he struggles to find a job, he loses a 
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sense of self worth. Before, his labour defined him and solidified his firm standing within 

the family. He worked the land in Oklahoma and “Pa was born [t]here, and he killed weeds 

and snakes.”
181

 Now that the land has been taken away, a sense of authority has fled from 

him. As Warren Motley suggests: “As the older Joad men sink into ineffectiveness and 

despondency, family authority shifts to Ma Joad.”
182

 Pa Joad often talks of being constantly 

nervous and unstable: “Fella can’t figger nothin’ out, he’s so nervous.”
183

 His nervous 

disposition incapacitates his abilities in governing the family when they are most needed. 

As Ma asserts: “But you ain’t a-doin’ your job, either a-thinkin’ or a-workin’.”
184

 Although 

Pa Joad’s spirit is low, he still takes action towards the end of the novel through the building 

of a dam to prevent the flooding of their shelter. Pa shows a constant care for the family 

members, showing great concern for their state of health and well-being.  His failure lies in 

his loss of belief in the salvation of the family, in losing hope entirely for the future of their 

situation. As he states: “Go diggin' back to a ol' time to keep from thinkin'. Seems like our 

life's over an' done.” Pa soon realizes that if his family has any potential prospects of 

survival, it will solely be through the hands of Ma.  

The character of Jim Casy, although not kin to the Joads, is instrumental to the 

development of the novel as a source of influence and inspiration. He enters the novel 

without any sense of direction and purpose, having lost the spirit of preaching and faith. 

Like Tom Joad, Jim Casy gains a sense of purpose on the road. Casy is pulled by the cause 

of the migrants, as he simply “got to go where the folks is goin’.”
185

 His intention for 

himself in the west is not to preach and baptize, but instead to listen and learn. As he says: 

“Gonna learn why the folks walks in the grass, gonna hear ‘em talk, gonna hear ‘em 
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sing.”
186

 Through his love for human folk, Jim Casy is unsurprisingly linked with the likes 

of Walt Whitman and Ralph Waldo Emerson. As Harold Bloom states: “Casy’s radical and 

naturalistic humanism has clear sources in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s vision of the Oversoul 

and in Walt Whitman’s love for the democratic masses.”
187

 Besides embodying the 

philosophy of these writers and thinkers, Jim Casy is often linked with the personage of 

Jesus Christ. There is a vast number of allusions that point to this link. Firstly, we have Jim 

Casy uttering: “I din’t sayin’ I’m like Jesus,...But I got tired like Him, an’ I got mixed up 

like Him, an’ I went into the winderness like Him, without no campin’ stuff.”
188

 Secondly, 

Jim Casy asserts his belief in the power of love as a source of salvation, an amalgam of 

families and the fuel for survival. As Casy says: "I says, 'What's this call, this sperit?' An' I 

says, 'It's love. I love people so much I'm fit to bust, sometimes.'”
189

 In many ways Jim Casy 

is a spiritual counsellor to the Joads, although he only rarely preaches directly to them, as 

when officiating Grampa’s burial. In the words of Manmohan K. Bhatnagar, Jim Casy is an 

“simple, quiet, and self-effacing.”
190

 

 During the process of the westward movement to California, Casy absorbs the 

migrant woes and educates himself through the process of listening. As Michael J. Meyer 

writes: “On the road, Casy is very sensitive to the migrant society he confronts, comparing 

its movement to his own acquisition of knowledge.”
191

 The process of moving implies a 

rising knowledge of one’s own identity and understanding. As Meyer continues: “by the 

time the Joads reach California, Casy’s insight and his knowledge have solidified.”
192

 

Through this newly acquired knowledge, Jim Casy is able to help others by helping the 

Joads alter their social customs and mores, and by helping to guide them to “new insights 
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about being human.”
193

 The death of Casy is not the physical end of his legacy, as his 

philosophy is transferred to his “disciples” in the characters of Tom Joad, Ma Joad and 

eventually even Rose of Sharon.  

The character of Rose of Sharon has attracted a lot of attention due to the ending of 

the novel. The daughter of Ma Joad rarely speaks in the novel, and when she does her cries 

of woe tend to be self-centred and evolving around her pregnancy. She is not a character 

that specifically takes action during the course of the novel, but instead her presence has a 

mythical quality to it. As Stephen K. George suggests:  

[Rose of Sharon combines] in one character the mysterious holiness of both the erotic 

and the maternal, she brings together most of the novel’s important themes: 

displacement from the land, the movement from the “I” to “we”, and the ethical appeal 

of the migrant worker’s plight.
194

 

She remains quite passive throughout the novel and all the more when she is heavily 

pregnant. The development of her character is bound up closely with pregnancy. At first she 

is a “plump, passionate hoyden”
195

 with all her thought “on reproduction and 

motherhood.”
196

 Initially she symbolizes fertility, but as the family reaches California her 

fertility slowly wanes and eventually the symbols of fertility dissipate as she loses the baby. 

Her personality makes a full circle as Stephen K. George suggests: “[Rose of Sharon 

develops] from a hopeful, self-absorbed, expectant mother to a stricken, desperate woman, 

and then back again to a type of universal mother.”
197

  Traveling the road irreversibly 

changes her personality, but in her case the shift is positive for the community. From an 

innocent girl Rose of Sharon becomes a responsible woman, offering her breast as a symbol 

of survival. As Stephen K. George mentions: “Rose of Sharon’s action leads her character a 
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measure of the sublime.”
198

 With her mother’s spiritual guidance Rose of Sharon overcomes 

her ego and turns herself to help others. This character shift can be equated to that of Tom, a 

change from ego to altruism. As Harold Bloom writes: “Rose of Sharon inherits her 

mother’s mantle and acts as an agent for the preservation of life.”
199

 She symbolises 

continuation and hope for the future as the novel draws to an indefinite end.   

 Following the main and formative characters in The Grapes of Wrath, there are 

others that belong to the Joad family, like Al, Uncle John, Ruthie, and Winfield. First, let us 

analyse the character of Al. At the beginning of the novel Al is depicted as a young boy, 

devoid of responsibility and care in the world. But as the Joads set out and Al gets to take 

the steering wheel his position begins to alter as he makes a shift from boyhood to 

manhood. As the family wends its way west from Salisaw, Al becomes “the soul of the 

car,”
200

 governing the vehicle on the journey. The road changes him substantially, as he is 

made to take responsibility at his young age. As Steinbeck writes in the novel: “He might be 

a musking goat sometimes, but this was his responsibility, this truck, its running, and its 

maintenance.”
201

 Being young and inexperienced, Al looks forward to moving west, the 

move offering him an escape from the limited scope of his previous life’s possibilities. As 

soon as he realizes that he is an apt car mechanic, he envisions himself making a living out 

of it. He simply would not allow himself to come to terms with the prospective abject 

poverty of his future.  

For Ruthie, Winfield and Al alike, the future is an open book. The road to them is a 

learning experience, nurturing survival wisdom and, eventually, maturity. Al has gone from 

a boy “Tom-cattin' hisself to death”
202

 to “being a [the?] soul of the car”
203

 all the way to a 
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man “[figgerin’] to get married.”
204

 His transformation on the road leads him from boyhood 

to manhood and not only in his mind, but more predominantly in the eyes of others. As Ma 

affirms: “You’re a growed man.”
205

 Al aims to show that he is an adult so as to escape his 

circumstances.  When the jalopy is damaged by a flood, Al is finally released to fulfill a life 

to which he fervently aspired. His task in the family is done, and he is set free to constitute 

his own future. As Autumn Murphy writes: “Al’s characterization shows that he distorts his 

age and status habitually, adopting responsibility in order to obtain success prematurely.”
206

 

Al is simply a young boy wanting to grow up prematurely and to take matters into his own 

hands.  

The character of Uncle John is one that is not prominent in the novel. He is always 

there, but never truly there, as he is far too immersed in his own burdens and self-inflicted 

guilt. He has a strong sense of repentance for a sin he has not committed, for having 

ignored the pain from which his wife was dying. As Tom describes Uncle John: “He's all 

the time makin' it up to somebody—givin' kids stuff, droppin' a sack a meal on somebody's 

porch. Give away about ever'thing he got, an' still he ain't very happy.”
207

 Although Uncle 

John would naturally be a leader among the family given his age, he never assumes this 

position nor does he attempt to do so. From the outset, when the family is packed up and 

ready to depart, Uncle John wishes that Rose of Sharon would take his place in the jalopy, 

right beside the driver. Steinbeck depicts Uncle John as: “Nearly all the time the barrier of 

loneliness cut Uncle John off from people and from appetites. He ate little, drank nothing, 

and was celibate.”
208

 But these bouts of passivity would be replaced by dynamic outbursts 
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of alcoholism and prostitute hiring when the pressure got too high. But by then Uncle John 

would be satiated and retract himself to a sad, ashamed, and lonely existence.  

 It cannot be said that Uncle John does not assist the Joad family physically, as he is 

always there to lend a helping hand. However, spiritually he cannot provide for the family. 

When being asked about his thoughts on California, Uncle John replies with:  

I don't think nothin' about it. We're a-goin' there, ain't we? None of this here talk gonna 

keep us from goin' there. When we get there, we'll get there. When we get a job we'll 

work, an' when we don't get a job we'll set on our tail. This here talk ain't gonna do no 

good no way.
209

 

Uncle John clearly assumes the position that talking is redundant and fruitless. But in this 

way he neither helps the rest of the family nor does he deliver himself from the ceaseless 

self-flagellation of his conscience. Halfway through the novel, Uncle John considers leaving 

the family upon thinking that the bad luck that has befallen the Joads is a product of his 

own. He talks to Jim Casy about sin and his sense of responsibility: “I got a feelin' I'm 

bringin' bad luck to my own folks. I got a feelin' I oughta go away an' let 'em be. I ain't 

comf'table bein' like this.”
210

 Casy provides Uncle John with a strong and awakening 

wisdom: “if you think it was a sin—then it's a sin. A fella builds his own sins right up from 

the groun'.”
211

 Having received this advice, Uncle John ineffectively attempts to figure out 

its meaning.  

 When Uncle John wants to unburden himself of his senses of sin and guilt, he is 

asked by Ma to “tell ‘em to God.”
212

 And Pa adds: “it gives a fella relief to tell , but it jus’ 

spreads out his sin.”
213

 Thus, Uncle John is left to recycle his sins and evaluate their 

meaning for himself. In the grand scheme of things to ponder, one’s own sin is a luxury 
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when faced with existential problems. The character of Uncle John delivers a somber tone 

of melancholy to the novel, and, as Harold Bloom suggests, “Uncle John’s melancholy 

balances the family’s experience.”
214

 Although not a prime character in the novel, Uncle 

John personifies a tone that contributes to the whole ballad that is The Grapes of Wrath. 

Uncle John carries the burden of sin throughout the novel. And when he sends Rose of 

Sharon’s dead baby into the creek, connotative of Moses’s being sent down the stream, 

Uncle John is simply asking for God to “let my people go.”
215

  

 Uncle John undergoes a transformation of belief throughout the novel. 

Initially he is obsessed with the notion of sin, tortures himself with the thought of it; but 

eventually he realizes that sinning is human and that it does no good to think about it. 

Instead, he asks God to release the Joads from their cruel conditions, no longer thinking 

about himself but of others. He asks for their sins to be pardoned. Through the act of 

sending the baby down the stream, he hopes for his plea to be heard: that their sins ought to 

be pardoned, as the sacrifices taken along the road had been far too great. As Thom 

Tammaro suggests: “Through Uncle John, Steinbeck seems to suggest that at critical times a 

strict-bound religion, insistent on punishment and revenge, is an unconscionable luxury and 

must be rejected before the quilt-engendered person brings about destruction.”
216

 The 

character of Uncle John demonstrates the necessity for strong religious traditions to undergo 

substantial changes in dire times such as the Great Depression. 

 

 The children of the novel are Winfield and Ruthie. Inevitably on the road they act 

like children would, bickering, hollering and perpetually competing with each other. To 

them the road symbolizes a welcome change, holding possibilities of a hopeful future. 

When the Joad journey begins Ruthie is described as looking forward to a new future: “And 
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she knew this was the great time in her life so far.”217 On the road the two children, Ruthie, age 

ten and Winfield, age ten, inevitable have to face the hardships that the family has to endure. 

But as children they are spared the intense worrying and wondering about the future, the future 

to them seems hopeful and optimistic.  

 

Ruthie, throughout the novel does not undergo any substantial changes in personality. 

She is bossy, manipulative and immensely selfish and these features carry throughout the whole 

novel. As Michael J. Meyer states: “episodes throughout the book indicate Ruthie’s unchanging 

negative attitude about others.” 218 Ruthie has a hard time sharing and that often gets her into 

trouble with others. Even though she is immersed in the family’s grave life situation she does 

not change her ways. She is an advocate of “I” but never really comes close to comprehending 

the “we” that the novel so vehemently presents as its prime moral lesson. As Michael J. Meyer 

states that Ruthie: “is evidence that the lessons of charity and generosity do not reach 

everybody.”219 Through the character of Ruthie, Steinbeck demonstrates the possible variety of 

characters and their ways of coping with the situation of the Great Depression. Ruthie simply 

does not let anything change her, and through her Steinbeck shows that this position is as valid 

as any.  

 

Ruthie’s brother, Winfield, is the youngest of the whole family and is often 

overshadowed by his domineering sister. At the beginning of the novel, Winfield is described as 

“grime-faced and wild”220 ready to invite any adventure as any child his age would. Winfield is 

in constant awe with things that are new and his enthusiasm hardly ever wanes. Upon looking at 

California Winfield demonstrates his optimism: “Feels nicet’ an’ cool.”221 Winfield is often 

found to be with Ruthie, always spoken to in conjunction. He is defined by Ruthie and is in 
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constant rivalry with his older sibling. His character changes gradually from a naive young boy 

to a “nervous preteen.”222 The youngest Joad members exist in the novel in order to complete 

the picture of a family. As Cynthia Burkhead writes: “[Ruthie and Winfield] further contribute 

to the realism of the novel. Because of their youth, they adapt to each circumstance presented to 

them without thinking.”223 By having Ruthie and Winfield in the novel, Steinbeck shows a 

multitude of attitudes and points of view. As they are young they are inevitably linked with the 

notion of future and perhaps that is their greatest function in the novel. They represent 

continuity and hope as well as childhood innocence and nonchalance.  

 

In The Grapes of Wrath Steinbeck presents a variety of characters, each different and all 

equally as important for the delivery of the novel’s message. All of these characters change as 

they travel the road, some change greatly like Ma Joad, Tom Joad, and Al, while others change 

only marginally. Inevitably though, the road as a symbol of transformation and change has 

brought not only changes of scenery, of place and circumstance but also a change of characters 

as they attempt to live and adjust to life’s daily blows.  
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6. Conclusion 
 

This thesis examined the interconnectedness of three notions: the road, change and 

journey as a rite of passage through the perspective of American history and its impact on 

the literary world. It professes that these three notions play a pivotal role in the history of 

the United States; influencing the spheres of culture through the media of music and 

literature. At the center of this discourse stands the notion of the road as a source of change, 

as well as the road being a product of the times. Thus, the notion of the road is both the 

cause and effect of change, responsible for a multitude of metamorphoses while at the same 

time undergoing historical changes. In many ways the road changed the traveler, but so did 

the traveler change the road, from its mere function as a path to a cult symbol singing 

America.  

The thesis set out to analyze the notion of change as experienced on the road during 

the tumultuous 1930s. Firstly, I have placed the road theme as central to the American 

literary oeuvre. I have further argued that the theme of the journey is a model American 

theme subsuming all spheres of cultural life. The reasons that I provide is ascribed to the 

restless nature of its first inhabitants. I have further argued that this restlessness constitutes 

an integral part of the American sensibility and thus its legacy endures.  

On the basis of providing a historical background on the common trajectories of 

American journeys I have introduced the central route of passage: Route 66.  This 

culturally venerated highway plays a pivotal role in American history by serving the 

migrants as a means of reaching their destination, as well as a backdrop for the action of the 

novel in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. As demonstrated, Route 66 was a product of its 

time; a subject and object of cultural and historical change.  
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Steinbeck’s “people in flight” embody the plight of the migrant worker moving 

incessantly from place to place. Under this term the thesis comprises all migrant workers 

and transients with the aim to portray their spatial mobility as well as their identity in flux.  

Effort was made to fuse the real with the fictive by mapping out the conditions of the 1930s 

transient on the road in connection with the literary Joads in The Grapes of Wrath. As I 

have observed, the Joads endured their situation for longer than was common. They have 

demonstrated an aptitude for adaptation with the aid of cooperation and unification. Thusly, 

the Joads are a literary representation of one way life during the hardships of a jobless and 

hope deprived America.  

 The Joads are a “people in flight” as in every way they are migrants in constant 

flux. Under these critical strains the identities of the family members change.  Ma Joad 

changes in many ways as she becomes the head of the family as a matriarch. Her character 

unifies the family and consolidates all strength necessary for the survival of the family. She 

joins forces with Tom, to whom the road has been an educational experience by way of 

adopting the phalanx theory. His transformation is that from “selfishness to selflessness”
224

 

as he becomes an empathetic fighter for human justice. The children’s characters, Winfield 

and Ruthie, see the road as a learning experience to which they can easily adapt. Other 

characters have also been analyzed in terms of change and how the road had contributed to 

this transformation.  

A variety of elements of road literature were employed in this thesis so as to clarify 

the subgenre and further apply the theory to practice through the analysis of The Grapes of 

Wrath. The elements proposed by Janis P. Stout have presented themselves as insufficient 

for our analysis. Thus, I provided suggested elements as follows: ‘inevitability of external 

circumstance’ and ‘identity change’ to the existent features of ‘exploration and escape’ and 
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‘homeseeking’. As I argue, these features apply to The Grapes of Wrath as well as other 

examples of road literature. I believe that by adding and applying these features to road 

literature new insights of interest can be obtained.  As a result I conclude that the Joad 

family was a product of their time; subject to the reality of the 1930s of a jobless market 

and hostile repudiation in California. In this way the road can be seen as having a 

substantial transformative force on the journeying Joads, and in extension on all those who 

travel. As a unit they cooperate and find all means possible in order to remain together. As 

individuals some change significantly (Tom Joad, Ma Joad and Al), some partially (Rose of 

Sharon, Winfield) and some are left unchanged (Uncle John and Ruthie).  

In conclusion and support of the argument of this thesis I assert the notion that the 

road has a transformative and metamorphic power in the context of the Great Depression, 

The Grapes of Wrath and road literature by extension. I am convinced that the topic of the 

road and its power to change presents itself as a perspective topic for literary studies.  
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