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      Context

      
      John Steinbeck was
         born in Salinas, California, on February 27, 1902.
         He attended Stanford University without graduating, and though he
         lived briefly in New York, he remained a lifelong Californian. Steinbeck
         began writing novels in 1929, but he garnered
         little commercial or critical success until the publication of Tortilla
            Flat in 1935. Steinbeck frequently
         used his fiction to delve into the lives of society’s most downtrodden
         citizens. A trio of novels in the late 1930s
         focused on the lives of migrant workers in California: In
            Dubious Battle, published in 1936,
         was followed by Of Mice and Men in 1937,
         and, in 1939, Steinbeck’s masterpiece, The
            Grapes of Wrath.

      
      During the early 1930s, a severe
         drought led to massive agricultural failure in parts of the southern
         Great Plains, particularly throughout western Oklahoma and the Texas
         panhandle. These areas had been heavily overcultivated by wheat
         farmers in the years following World War I and were covered with
         millions of acres of loose, exposed topsoil. In the absence of rain,
         crops withered and died; the topsoil, no longer anchored by growing
         roots, was picked up by the winds and carried in billowing clouds
         across the region. Huge dust storms blew across the area, at times
         blocking out the sun and even suffocating those unlucky enough to
         be caught unprepared. The afflicted region became known as the “Dust
         Bowl.”
      

      
      By the mid-1930s, the drought had
         crippled countless farm families, and America had fallen into the
         Great Depression. Unable to pay their mortgages or invest in the
         kinds of industrial equipment now necessitated by commercial competition,
         many Dust Bowl farmers were forced to leave their land. Without
         any real employment prospects, thousands of families nonetheless
         traveled to California in hopes of finding new means of survival.
         But the farm country of California quickly became overcrowded with
         the migrant workers. Jobs and food were scarce, and the migrants
         faced prejudice and hostility from the Californians, who labeled
         them with the derisive epithet “Okie.” These workers and their families lived
         in cramped, impoverished camps called “Hoovervilles,” named after
         President Hoover, who was blamed for the problems that led to the
         Great Depression. Many of  the residents of these camps starved
         to death, unable to find work.
      

      
      When Steinbeck decided to write a novel about the plight
         of migrant farm workers, he took his task very seriously. To prepare, he
         lived with an Oklahoma farm family and made the journey with them
         to California. When The Grapes of Wrath appeared,
         it soared to the top of the bestseller lists, selling nearly half
         a million copies. Although many Oklahomans and Californians reviled
         the book, considering Steinbeck’s characters to be unflattering
         representations of their states’ people, the large majority of readers
         and scholars praised the novel highly. The story of the Joad family
         captured a turbulent moment in American history and, in the words
         of critic Robert DeMott, “entered both the American consciousness
         and conscience.” In 1940, the novel was awarded
         the Pulitzer Prize and adapted to the screen. Although Steinbeck
         went on to have a productive literary career and won the Nobel Prize
         for Literature in 1962, none of his later
         books had the impact of The Grapes of Wrath. He
         died in 1968.
      

      
      Today, readers of The Grapes of Wrath often
         find fault with its excessive sentimentality and generally flat
         characterizations, which seem at odds with Steinbeck’s otherwise
         realistic style of writing. However, in writing his novel, Steinbeck
         attempted not only to describe the plight of migrant workers during
         the Depression but also to offer a pointed criticism of the policies
         that had caused that plight. In light of this goal, Steinbeck’s
         characters often emerge as idealized archetypes or epic heroes;
         rather than using them to explore the individual human psyche, the
         author presents them as embodiments of universal ideals or struggles.
         Thus, the novel stands as a chronicle of the Depression and as a
         commentary on the economic and social system that gave rise to it.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Released from an Oklahoma state
            prison after serving four years for a manslaughter conviction,
         Tom Joad makes his way back to his family’s farm in Oklahoma. He
         meets Jim Casy, a former preacher who has given up his calling out
         of a belief that all life is holy—even the parts that are typically
         thought to be sinful—and that sacredness consists simply in endeavoring
         to be an equal among the people. Jim accompanies Tom to his home,
         only to find it—and all the surrounding farms—deserted. Muley Graves,
         an old neighbor, wanders by and tells the men that everyone has
         been “tractored” off the land. Most families, he says, including
         his own, have headed to California to look for work. The next morning,
         Tom and Jim set out for Tom’s Uncle John’s, where Muley assures
         them they will find the Joad clan. Upon arrival, Tom finds Ma and
         Pa Joad packing up the family’s few possessions. Having seen handbills
         advertising fruit-picking jobs in California, they envision the
         trip to California as their only hope of getting their lives back
         on track.
      

      
      The journey to California in a rickety used truck is long
         and arduous. Grampa Joad, a feisty old man who complains bitterly
         that he does not want to leave his land, dies on the road shortly
         after the family’s departure. Dilapidated cars and trucks, loaded
         down with scrappy possessions, clog Highway 66:
         it seems the entire country is in flight to the Promised Land of
         California. The Joads meet Ivy and Sairy Wilson, a couple plagued
         with car trouble, and invite them to travel with the family. Sairy
         Wilson is sick and, near the California border, becomes unable to
         continue the journey.
      

      
      As the Joads near California, they hear ominous rumors
         of a depleted job market. One migrant tells Pa that 20,000 people
         show up for every 800 jobs and that his own
         children have starved to death. Although the Joads press on, their
         first days in California prove tragic, as Granma Joad dies. The
         remaining family members move from one squalid camp to the next,
         looking in vain for work, struggling to find food, and trying desperately
         to hold their family together. Noah, the oldest of the Joad children,
         soon abandons the family, as does Connie, a young dreamer who is
         married to Tom’s pregnant sister, Rose of Sharon.
      

      
      The Joads meet with much hostility in California. The
         camps are overcrowded and full of starving migrants, who are often
         nasty to each other. The locals are fearful and angry at the flood
         of newcomers, whom they derisively label “Okies.” Work is almost
         impossible to find or pays such a meager wage that a family’s full
         day’s work cannot buy a decent meal. Fearing an uprising, the large
         landowners do everything in their power to keep the migrants poor
         and dependent. While staying in a ramshackle camp known as a “Hooverville,”
         Tom and several men get into a heated argument with a deputy sheriff
         over whether workers should organize into a union. When the argument
         turns violent, Jim Casy knocks the sheriff unconscious and is arrested.
         Police officers arrive and announce their intention to burn the
         Hooverville to the ground.
      

      
      A government-run camp proves much more hospitable to the Joads,
         and the family soon finds many friends and a bit of work. However,
         one day, while working at a pipe-laying job, Tom learns that the
         police are planning to stage a riot in the camp, which will allow
         them to shut down the facilities. By alerting and organizing the
         men in the camp, Tom helps to defuse the danger. Still, as pleasant
         as life in the government camp is, the Joads cannot survive without
         steady work, and they have to move on. They find employment picking
         fruit, but soon learn that they are earning a decent wage only because
         they have been hired to break a workers’ strike. Tom runs into Jim
         Casy who, after being released from jail, has begun organizing workers;
         in the process, Casy has made many enemies among the landowners.
         When the police hunt him down and kill him in Tom’s presence, Tom
         retaliates and kills a police officer.
      

      
      Tom goes into hiding, while the family moves into a boxcar
         on a cotton farm. One day, Ruthie, the youngest Joad daughter, reveals to
         a girl in the camp that her brother has killed two men and is hiding
         nearby. Fearing for his safety, Ma Joad finds Tom and sends him away.
         Tom heads off to fulfill Jim’s task of organizing the migrant workers.
         The end of the cotton season means the end of work, and word sweeps
         across the land that there are no jobs to be had for three months.
         Rains set in and flood the land. Rose of Sharon gives birth to a
         stillborn child, and Ma, desperate to get her family to safety from
         the floods, leads them to a dry barn not far away. Here, they find
         a young boy kneeling over his father, who is slowly starving to
         death. He has not eaten for days, giving whatever food he had to
         his son. Realizing that Rose of Sharon is now producing milk, Ma sends
         the others outside, so that her daughter can nurse the dying man.
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