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THE GRAPES OF WRATH.
CHEMATIC DIMENSIONS AND SOMI
CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES

Tutor: Professor Lin Yi-jin Postgraduate: Guo Yong- sui

- John Steinbeck’'s best novel, The Crapes of Wrath, published during the
Depression years, was translated and introduced to the Chinese readers as
early as the 1940s by Hu Zhong chi, and has recently been reprinted with
a new introduction by Dong Heng-xun, a noted specialist on American Ii-
teratute,

In this novel, through the adventures of the Joad family. Steinbeck
portrays the life of thousands of dispossessed farmers from the states of
Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, New Mexico, Nevada, and Arkansas, and shows
us their dream, their search for the “Promised ILand” in the west, and
their bitter disillusionment.

Ever since the earliest settlers’ search for the “Promised Land” in the
continent, America has created an image of boundless opportunities for all
kinds of people. It is commonly believed. that any American who possesses
the proper virtues of industry, frugality, and diligence, and who pursues his
goal with sufficient effort, can raise himself from poverty to wealth,

- In The Grapes of Wrath, the Joads, though driven from their land, are
not totally in despair, because they have the dream to sustain themselves,
When they lose their chance in Oklahoma, there is always the west where
they can g0, where they think they can make a new start. The dream bols~
ters up their spirit along the journey when they have good reasons to daspair;
Only when they reach California do they realize that their dream is but a
pathetic illusion, In their disillusionment from the dream, the Joads learn
that- individual is inadeguate in confronting theexploitation of the organized

economic power, and thére arises a growing sense that some kind of commu-

17.



nal effort is necessary to combat the system.,

Through the Joads’ quest for the “Promised Land” in California,
Steinbeck dramatizes the bankruptcy of the old American dream of fi_nding
opportunity and fulfilment by going west. Frontier is closed, he tells us,
and the “Promised Land” no longer exists. The American dream that
lowly people like the Joads can acquire their share of the plentiful land
through strong desire and individual effort is only an illusion.

At bottom the migrants’ dream, an Steinbeck suggests, is the yearning
for a small piece of land of their own, where they can be securely settled,
For them, the land stands for security, identity and a way of life; Now this
pastorally simple way of life-is threatened by natural calamities, the tractors,
and, above all, the combination of the big farm owners and the financial -
establishments, which is breaking down the intimate relationship be‘tWee"\r'l"
man and nature,

-~ Steinbeck’s agarian views are fully expressed in-the novel. -in which he
looks nostalgically to the stable, peaceful life of the farmers before the tractors
come, deploring’ the disintegration of the peaceful horse and plow way of far-
ming by mechanized farming, which he regards as inhuman and’ unnatural,

- In the conflict between the traditional agrarialn way of life and the
modern, industrialized and commercialized agriculture, Steinbeck favors the
former, which: he regards as a guarentee of democracy and humanity against
the inhumanity of commercialism, That is the humanistic side of steinbeck’s
agrarianism, ,

: Howe\}er, in his partiality for the idyllic rural life, he seems to go too
far. His sympathy . for.the dispossessed turns into animus towards machifiery, -
which he regards as one of the causes of the migrants’ sufferings, He evet
looKs ‘backward to seek.remediesin the 18th century Jeffersonians agrarianism, :
i..es a:country made up of small farmers owning small pieces of land, and
favors the horse and plow way of farming,

-~ Besides the traditional American motif of the American dream and. the
agrarian ideal, we also see in The Grapes of Wrath another motif—the con-

temporary motif, This motif, as R. W, B, Lewis points out, “...springs from
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-

the tragic awareness...of the fateful divisiom betwéen man and man.”  the -
cause of this “division between m&n ahd man” , Steinbeck indicafes,” is” the

commercialism and materialism of the capitalist “society, which he "criticizes

.- - AP - .

ruthlessly in the novel, .=~ = .~
- Private property is the chief criminal of <this sick business” society.” ¥ -
deprives people of their human nature, causing alienation and  estrangement -
not-only between man 4nd man, but also betweenn man ane his products,”
The alienation of.the worker from ‘his products, as. Karl Marx puts it;:
is the result of the alienated libor, in which-the worker “does not fulfil
himself inhfs work, but denies Himself, has a feeling of misery rather ‘than-
well-being, does nat'develop freely his mental and physical encrgies but. is
physically exhausted and mentally ‘debased” . The tractor driver in '_the ‘novel :
is such a case, For three dollars a - day, he has sold the day’s life to  his’
employer. He finds no pleasure in his work. He is® “paid ‘for -being’ less
than a man,” - e . . RN
The relationship. between property and the owner man, between the.
propertied class and the economic institutions, is another case of alienation,
Men make the bank, but, the. bank, conversely, controls men. Profit is an .
inhuman,.lifeless thing, yet it governs human beings. “It is independent,
and] has individuality. while. the. living person- is dependent and has no in-
dividuality.” . . ., ., - , .
_.Sick and. ill as. tnis-society is,. however, -Steinbeck suggestss it is some-
thing remediable. . This “unpanicky scrutiny of life” comes.from his. belief in
mankind, in the courage and: endurance of people like the Joads, and in

‘man’s. essential dignity ‘of :spirit and his unexhausted possibility: for modifi-

catipn and improvement, :

For the simple,. ardinary . people,- Steinbeck -has a. deep - fecling. In- The .
Grapes of Wrath, he shows a;.g{ea& sympathy teward the dispossessed, the [chil-
dr;en,-ef.;the,e,arth;who can hardly raise themselves a few feet from its surface.
I;Ia\tzlls s that the migrants are self respecting people of old.  American
stook who are originally decent farmers driven by natural and social  forces
beyond their control to a desperate state. It is the responsibility of the so-




ciety to help them out of the miserable condition. He also suggests that all
life; even the inferior, has a right to live a full life, ‘ A

. Like Emerson, Steinbeck believes that there exists between the individual
and the whole universe a harmonious relationship, that by his participation -
ins and his devotion to the whole, the individual can realize himself. This
belief, along with his belief in “man’s proven capacity for greatness of heatt
and spieit,” is the base of his concept of an ideal soclety, which i ihcarna+
ted in the governemtnt camp in the novel. The best society, he shows us, is
the society which is governed by the will of the majority. In this soclety,
everybody is the master. He can exercise his right in the forming of the
governient and in the making of the law. At the same time, he has to obey
the law, which is t_he will of the majority. He has bothe the right to enjoy
his privileges and the obligation to contribute to the society,

Ever since its publications The Grapes of Wrath has been a novel of on-
troversy. The disputes concerning the novel’s technique generally involve -
three {ssues: the characterization, the interchabters, ahd the enbing, -

- The critical opinions conceraing the novel’s characterization are extre-
mely divided. Those who Find fault with it geterally accuse Steinbeck of three
defeéts. The first is that the charactess presented in the novel are unreal. The |
second Heféot they point out is the simplicity of characterezation. Finally,
they complain, Steinbeck’s characters are collAectiVe instead of individual,

Other crities, however, find that “all the characters are drawn as fully
ctedible human beings, Individual yet also repfesenitative of their social cliss
ahd éitéumstances.” As to the accusatloh that Steinbeck’s charactets aré col-
lective instend of individual, they answer, “Steinbeck Wwas not writing a
novel of personal adventure and misfortune. His theme is the entife social
cofidition of which his characters are a part.. . Thus theif role is collective, ”

It seems to me that the major problems of the novel’s characterization
lis Mot in that the chatacters are collective ihstead of individual, for What
Stefnbeck wants to present is not individual adventure but rather a represen-
tative of a social phenomenon. Neither do the problems iie in that the hovel
seldom explores the innet world, because The Grat®s of Wrath deals nrinly
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with sociological theme. What the author concerns is events instead of state
of mind, is external world instead of inner world. The problems - appear - to
lie that many of the charactegs are xather stagy and unregl. The speeches of
the major characters sound stagy, pompous, ang urnatural, and ncarly all the-
speeches anh actions of the characters are designed to display in an iwmplausi-
ble way the author’s theery about them. I incling to McCarthy Paul’s
conclusion, “The ideas are powerfully advanced. but the figures ase vague,. ”

~ Like that of the cheracterization, the criticak opinions about the nevel’s
inteschapters show great divergemcy. Some People think they have functiom
in universalizing the Joads’ experience. “They offer a broader prospect of
the time, and show what was h,appeniné all qver America to cause the Joads:
and their kind to be in this predicament.” Qthers say that the use of the
interchapters show Steinbeck’s inability to weave the sacial background
arganically into the body of the story,

I am inclined to agree that the imterchapters transcend the plights of the
Joad family inta larger forms and amplify the Joads’ typical actions to the
level of communal experience. What I feel rathe; uncomfortable abgut is the
didactic part in the interchaRters. For the most part in these interchapters,
the author explains everything and makes moral judgments for the readegse
leaving no room for the readet’s imagination. That is, I think, why some
ctitics call them “wyetehed violations of aesthetic taste, ” -

~ Dispute on the cnding of the navel generally invelve two. questions.
First: isit a good ending? Secand, how ta interprete it? Those whaq disgprave
call it “ a sensationals shocking and therefore, cemmercial sybstitute for an
artistic solution”,“symbolism gone sentimental”, “theatrical and ineonclusivq_”;b
whereas. the defenders praise it for being “natural and harmoniaus” , “logical-
Iy and fittingly” concludes the novel. : ‘

As to the interpretation, there are two different kinds of opinions Not
a. few. peqple hald that the novel ends op an optimistic note, because, they
says Rose of Sharan’s nursing an eld man during a thunderstorm is a sign
of the indestructible life force of the people, a symbol of resyrrection, a pre
mise of future revival. Qther critics, however, are not satisfied Wwith the ip-
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tetpretation, The rain, they argue, is not a gentle spring rain, but a heavy
downpour, which may be one more -tribulation upon the Joads, and the Joads
will have “no kinda wotk for three months.” Therefore, t'hey‘thi'rik‘, the no-
vel ‘ends on a note of pessimism,

In my opinion. though the situation of the Joads is quite hopeless, it
may be temporary. As long as people unite and figlit, "there' will come the
day when things are better for the people, Tom’s leaving the fémily to fight
for the cause, and Rose of Sharon’s nursing a stranger\ seem to suggest that
people are beginning to take steps. Besides that, it seems to me, the ehding
also suggests that botn love and violence are ‘neceséa'ry to bring about a bet-
ter society. Tom’s Wway is a way of viblence and rebelhon, and Rose of
Sharon’s way is a Way of love and brotherhood.

Theoretically and symbolically, the e‘ﬁding is $ound in ‘realizing the no-
vels’s theme. But it may not be so realistically, for the 'image of a j'oﬁng wo-
mah nursing a stranger is a stereotyped symbolism of love and brotherhood.
That’ may bé the reason why the endmg is ‘¢onsidered a “commercial substi-
tute for' Un artistic solution” o

" The 'story of' The Grapes of Wrath is not just a story of the Okies
search for ‘opportunity in Califotnia, of their perpetual pursuit of an elusive
dfedm, or of their conversion from familial loyalty to a wider concern. It is
rather the endless stoty of ‘the strlviﬁg‘“'of a life force to endure and
tHidmph’ in Tdce "6? ‘onstaht adversity, It is ndt just a timely book about
d ‘troublesotne” past era, ‘but; is univetrsally applicable wherever Prejudices and
a‘sehse of 'self ‘dstesin inhibit humian " coopetation.  Steinbeck’s love of nature,
his ‘viéw of ‘the world as a unif1ed ‘Costno§, His” deép’ ‘feéling for simple peo-
plé, and his'épiticism of the 'middle cluss Valiies aré ‘richly -connected with the
American literary tradition that goes back™ to" Erhe‘rson, ‘Thoreau, Whitman,
and Mark ‘Twain,”

"'stéfnbeck is mainly an atfirmative writer. He depicts human existence as
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conflict, unnemittithgand o6ffen savage’ battle, but he also suggests that’ fife is
wérth living -after all. In The Grapes of Wrath, Hie expresses his basic faith in
mankidd, in- the colirage,’ the enduranco, and the kindness of the people. His
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