
Oftentimes, people suffer wicked fates over which they have no influence.  Such a fate can be confounding to both victim and observer, leading observers to mistakenly perceive the victims as a cause of social problems.  In the Grapes of Wrath John Steinbeck depicts a harsh and cruel set of circumstances that befall the Joad family, one that leads to social persecution and near destruction.  The novel, however, is one of hope, for while the characters face death, cruelty, and exploitation they demonstrate hope and survival through unity and comradeship with other displaced people.  In Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck explores through imagery, diction and personification a harsh landscape’s brutal impact on the lives of the Joads as well as its effect on other peripheral social elements.
One of the first impediments that conspire to deprive the Joads of their livelihood is the drought that prevents them from being able to cultivate their crops.  As a result of this natural calamity, the Joads’ income revenue source is compromised, leaving them vulnerable to land foreclosure.  Steinbeck sets an apocalyptic tone in the first chapter of the novel, depicting the natural elements as an exacting, unrelenting, merciless foe that will patiently destroy the Joads’ ability to make a living and perhaps even survive.  Steinbeck describes the Joads’ land as “dark red country [that] began to disappear” (Steinbeck 3).  Steinbeck emphasizes the word “disappear” to depict a vivid image of land that is ceasing to be, and thereby the Joads, too, will cease to be able to exist.  Further diction in the opening chapter like “went away,” “crusted,” and “pale”(Steinbeck 3) depict imagery of a landscape that is becoming devoid of life and the ability to sustain life.  The punishing sun that is causing the land to “crust” is described as striking “day after day,” causing the crops to become “less stiff and erect; they bent in a curve at first, and then…each leaf tilted downward”(Steinbeck 3), and this draws an image of an unrelenting nature defeating the Joads’ source of survival.  Of course, while nature’s defeat of humankind, whether through drought, hurricane, or tornado is never personal and certainly not vindictive, the same is not true with man’s indifference to his fellow man, as demonstrated in the banks’ influence on the helpless Joads as well as others in situations similar to theirs.


With the farmers unable to cultivate crops, they are also unable to meet financial obligations to the banks.  Grapes of Wrath clearly depicts a struggle between the impoverished working class and powerful moneyed owner class.  The nature of this struggle is first illustrated in the novel’s fifth chapter that depicts a character-less dialogue between the displaced farmers and the banks.  The bank is characterized as inhuman and without feeling, as an entity that does not “breathe air [or] eat side meat.  They breathe profits; they eat interest on money.  If they don’t get it, they die the way you die without air, without sidemeat.  It is a sad thing, but it is so.  It is just so” (Steinbeck 43).  Immediately and very directly Steinbeck depicts the bank as a “monster” (Steinbeck 44-46), diction that paints a macabre image of a bank that will come for its victims as its life is more important than those of its victims.  This, then, establishes the struggle between the displaced farmers like the Joads and the landowning power mongers that control the money.  Steinbeck will continue to illustrate this premise throughout the novel as we see manifestations of exploitation on the parts of merchants they encounter as they undertake their journey to California, and some of these manifestations infiltrate the social attitudes of people the Joads encounter along their exodus.


When the Joads face eviction from their land, they also find themselves on the receiving end of the defensive reaction of the capitalistic power structure that will make every effort to preserve itself.  However, as the banks endeavor to protect themselves, they also misperceive the Joads and others like them as the cause of the financial maelstrom.  Steinbeck indicts this idea when he writes, "The great owners, striking at the immediate thing, the widening government, the growing labor unity; striking at new taxes , at plans; not knowing these things are results, not causes" (204).  The Joads are viewed as trespassers on their own property once the bank forecloses it, and thus as criminals.  The larger social view, however, is that the Joads are viewed as 'okies', a derisive term meaning "you're scum" (280).  This prejudicial view fails to recognize that "The causes lie deep an simply—the causes are a hunger in a stomach, multiplied a million times (204).  The Joads face hardship of persecution due to reasons beyond their control.  Steinbeck is suggesting that the Joads have not suffered a plight due to their own action or inaction, but rather due to a confluence of events perpetrated by myriad other influences.  The cruel treatment they face is due to the Joads being the face of the human result of the failure of capitalism.  Steinbeck, thus, depicts the social setting as one of harsh cruelty, one in which many of the people the Joads encounter respond to them as though they are social degenerates and a cause of social breakdown when they are in fact the result of social failure.  

Several social elements treat the Joads with prejudicial cruelty as they venture to the Promised Land, which illustrates that they are viewed as causes of the social breakdown that is occurring.   At no point in the novel, does Steinbeck depict the Joads as anything but self-sufficient people who make their way to California on their own resources.  At no point do the Joads resort to soliciting any charity or generosity from strangers.  At a couple of points, they are the subject of the largess of others, but not as a consequence of begging.  At one point the Joads stop for gas, and the attendant asks them if they have any money.   Tom's response is immediate: "'Sure.  Think we're beggin'?'" (171), suggesting unequivocally the pride he feels in sustaining himself with his own resources.  The attendant relents and allows them some water in addition to the gas they purchase, but he still laments that the "'road is full of people, come in, use water, dirty up the toilet…beggin' a gallon of gas to move on'"(171).  Through generalization, the Joads and others in similar situations are subject to bias, which advances into vulgar cruelty.  Once the Joads are in California they encounter a belligerent police officer who intimidates them when he “loosened the gun in [his] holster” (291) and threatens to run them in if he sees them again, because he doesn’t want a bunch of  “‘damn Okies settlin’ down’” (291).  This cruelty will only intensify once the Joads arrive at the Landowners camp near the end of their journey.


During their travels, the Joads are mistreated because they are misunderstood, but they also experience great comradeship and unity.  Steinbeck emphasizes this point in scenes where the Joads meet up with other migrant families such as the man who explains the derogatory context of the slur, ‘okie’(280)  as well as when a nameless man explains to Tom the exploitative nature of the handbills on the part of the landowners who print perhaps ten times as many handbill for work than men are needed (259).   Steinbeck also illustrates the unity the Joads and the migrant farmers experience in the Government Camp.  This camp serves as a contrast to the first and third camps that are characterized as chaotic and oppressive.  The government camp is characterized as cooperative with a “Central Committee” (319-20) where residents come together to care for each others’ children.  The camp is further characterized by an absence of cops or any other brutish presence of forceful power, and Steinbeck characterizes this social setting in a manner that informs the tone in this chapter to be mirthful and ebullient, allowing Ma to exclaim she “feel[s] like people again” (420).  This tone of hope appears short-lived once the Joads arrive at the third camp that is owned by the farmers.

The contrast of the third camp with Government camp suggests a bleak predicament, but this contrast masks the novel’s underlining theme of hope and perseverance.  As soon as they arrive, the Joads are herded to “house sixty-three” (503) as though arriving in a concentration camp.  They also soon learn that the wage for picking fruit has been halved from ten cents to five cents per bushel due to the glut of workers that the flood of handbill has produced.  Steinbeck nakedly articulates the exploitative nature of the capitalistic agenda, as vulgar if not more so as selfish nature of the banks that Steinbeck demonstrated in the fifth chapter.  Once the Joads settle in, Ma goes the camp store to purchase supplies, but she only finds over-priced, sub-standard goods and a clerk who essentially mocks her, knowing that if she were to travel elsewhere to buy food at a cheaper price, she would incur cost for gas.  By characterizing the clerk as impudent, Steinbeck illustrates the exploitative nature of the landowners: they will not only pay the workers sub-standard wages, they will recoup these meager wages by selling them second-rate goods.  After Tom kills Casy’s murderer, Ma finds him and when he delivers his final words in the novel that “Wherever they’s a fight so hungry people can eat, I’ll be there…” (572), Steinbeck establishes that Tom has become the apostle of Casy’s selfless thoughts that he “found’ he didn’ have no soul that wasn’t his’n.  Says he foun’ he jus’ fot a little piece of a great big soul” (570).  This suggests that Tom has transformed from a selfish person to a selfless one, one who will fight for the good of all oppressed people, and through this character transformation, Steinbeck illustrates the hope that avails itself to all people.
In conclusion, the Joads survive and Steinbeck suggests a sense of hope for the future of the Joads and the other migrant farmers in similar circumstances.  Steinbeck establishes early in the novel that the economic structure that contributes to the Joads’ displacement is a reactive one that responds in an effort to preserve itself.  Within the banks’ drive to survive, a profound sense of misunderstanding occurs, and prejudice emerges from this, emphasizing the social injustice the Joads suffer.  Steinbeck illustrates that the temporary capitalistic failure produces prejudice, injustice, and misunderstanding that is transparent neither to the banks nor the individuals that are perpetrating the injustice.  Although the Joads do not find the new life they dreamed of, and much death follows them on their journey, the novel offers hope in Tom’s transformation to a man who will now serve others as they fight for equality.  The novel does conclude with the bleak imagery of a dying man, but Rose of Sharon’s gift of life suggests the hope that lies within the generosity of the downtrodden, and within actions of Rose of Sharon and Tom lies hope for survival.
· Hope in face of destruction, death, and cruelty.
