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1. Introduction 

 

In the latter half of the 1930s, John Steinbeck published three books that focused on the 

deplorable situation of migrant workers, in their fight to survive the aftermath of the Great 

Depression. In Dubious Battle (1936), Of Mice and Men (1937), and The Grapes of Wrath 

(1939) show the plight of those on the lower rungs of the social ladder, each clinging to the 

promise of a better tomorrow, despite the overwhelming odds against them in a ruthless 

economic and social climate.
1
 Trapped in the vicious circle of their migratory existence, they 

scour Steinbeck‘s native California looking for the means to ultimately realize their cherished 

goals, ranging from obtaining a personal paradise, to liberating their partners in distress, to a 

combination of both. Steinbeck is a writer who does not shy away from depicting the 

grittiness of his characters‘ hardships in their often squalid conditions, where death is 

frequently a matter of course. The rose-colored views of his misfits contrast sharply with the 

hunger, violence, poverty and social ostracism they have to endure on an almost daily basis. 

Theirs is a hostile world in which few people genuinely manage to act altruistically towards 

their fellow man. There is no shortage of those who treat the migrant workers as an 

expendable labor force, which is preferably subdued, but which can just as easily be removed 

if need be. In an attempt to withstand the obstacles imposed upon them by their taxing 

environment, some migrant workers unite their strengths in a duo, in the case of Of Mice and 

Men, and in a larger group in the cases of In Dubious Battle and The Grapes of Wrath, with 

varying results.  

In his portrayal of the migrant worker, Steinbeck changes his outlook on their fate 

throughout these two novels and one novella, or play-novelette, as Steinbeck himself referred 

to Of Mice and Men.
2
 To better illustrate this change, the approach used here will differ from 

                                                           
1 Louis Owens, Trouble in the Promised Land (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 1989), xii-xiii. 
2
 Elizabeth McMurray, ―Of Mice and Men: Actors in a Play,‖ Steinbeck Studies 3.2 (2006): 103-106. 
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the traditional chronological one. Rather than looking at Of Mice and Men as an intermezzo 

between two bigger works in Steinbeck‘s oeuvre, it will here be analyzed before In Dubious 

Battle and The Grapes of Wrath in order to demonstrate the shift in the portrayal of 

Steinbeck‘s migrant workers. The unfortunate unraveling of George and Lennie‘s pastoral 

dream, along with several other disillusioned characters such as the handicapped Crooks, 

hence the name, and Curley‘s wife in Of Mice and Men, paint a world in which various 

factors such as class, race, gender, age and disability prove to be insurmountable barriers, 

barring characters from attaining their innermost hopes. This rather pessimistic and bleak 

depiction of a handful of characters then here precedes In Dubious Battle‟s vicious struggle of 

the fruit pickers in the Torgas valley under the party members Mac and neophyte Jim Nolan‘s 

command, which is channeled through the hulking figure of London. Focusing on the fate of 

migrant workers on a larger scale, Steinbeck shows their attempts at unison under a leadership 

that uses questionable tactics such as exploiting martyrdom in order to direct the group‘s 

emotions. The outcome is, unlike Of Mice and Men, left undetermined since the novel ends 

with Mac exploiting his companion Jim‘s corpse to stir up the crowd‘s rage and indignation 

once again through the use of his companion Jim‘s corpse. In The Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck 

combines both microcosm, with the story of the dispossessed Joad family accompanied by ex-

preacher Jim Casy, and macrocosm, with the intercalary chapters examining the bigger 

picture of the Okies‘ perilous migration to California. Their journey certainly does not lead 

them to the Edenic California of their dreams, with its fabled fertility and agricultural 

abundance. On the contrary, it splinters the family through the death of the older generation, 

and the departure of certain family members. In fact, the abject poverty the family 

experiences in California vastly exceeds their initial impoverished situation in Oklahoma. 

Nevertheless, the development of Jim Casy‘s altruistic gospel and its iteration in the actions of 
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several characters, most notably Rosasharn‘s final pieta-scene
3
, provides an element of hope 

in their otherwise dreary conditions. These Okies, as they are derogatorily referred to, did not 

need the likes of a Mac or Jim Nolan to hold the reins and steer them, at all costs, into the 

direction of cooperation. Confronted with selfishness and injustice, they learn that their best 

chances of survival lie within aiding their fellow man, regardless of their own dire situation. 

The change in these three works is evident in the difference in interactions between the 

male pairs, namely George Milton and Lennie Small in Of Mice and Men, Mac and Jim Nolan 

in In Dubious Battle, and Tom Joad and Jim Casy in The Grapes of Wrath, which feature so 

prominently in them. With regards to the non-chronological approach suggested in the 

previous paragraph, George and Lennie are here examined as the pessimistic starting point of 

Steinbeck‘s portrayal of migrant worker characters. The obvious disparity, both in physical 

build and mental capacity, between the small and shrewd George and the lumbering simpleton 

Lennie has been the source of several dichotomy-based interpretations.
4
 This indicates 

Steinbeck‘s use of the device of the meta-character, or ―divided hero‖ as Howard Levant 

refers to it, with both characters at the center of the novel representing contrasting attitudes, 

which is certainly at its strongest in the play-novelette Of Mice and Men.
5
 George acts as the 

authoritarian father figure over the mentally retarded, and therefore childlike Lennie. There 

are even some instances where George‘s role transforms into that of a master trying to control 

his animalistic companion, who is primarily concerned with satisfying base impulses such as 

petting soft things. This tendency, coupled with Lennie‘s lack of restraint over his strength, 

causes him to unwittingly kill the objects of his affection, and this unfortunate character trait 

                                                           
3 Stephen Railton, ―Pilgrim‘s Politics: Steinbeck‘s Art of Conversion,‖ The Grapes of Wrath: Bloom‟s Modern 

Critical Interpretations, Updated Edition, ed. Harold Bloom, (New York: Chelsea House, 2007), 113-129. 
4
 Peter Lisca, ―The Wide World of John Steinbeck, Chapter 8,‖ The Essential Criticism of John Steinbeck‟s Of 

Mice and Men, ed. Michael J. Meyer (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2009), 35-44. 
5
 Howard Levant, ―The Novels of John Steinbeck, Excerpt from Chapter 5,‖ The Essential Criticism of John 

Steinbeck‟s Of Mice and Men, ed. Michael J. Meyer (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2009), 73-85 . 
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indirectly leads to his own death. The hope of ever living ―off the fatta the lan‘‖ (p. 16)
6
 is 

smashed when Lennie kills Curley‘s wife, causing George to commit what he believes is the 

mercy killing of his doomed companion. Although practically speaking the dream of owning 

a farm is still within George‘s reach after Lennie‘s death, as the bulk of the money is being 

provided for by old Candy‘s disability compensation, George no longer has any motivation 

whatsoever at the end to pursue it without Lennie. The meta-character has been reduced to 

just George, who, in losing Lennie, loses the belief in the pair‘s exceptional status, which 

supposedly had distinguished them from all other migrant workers who just aimlessly waste 

their paychecks in the nearest bar or brothel. As an indication of his defeatist attitude, George 

accepts another character‘s offer to go for a drink, thus joining the ranks of those whom he 

himself had previously described as being trapped in a hopeless existence. The execution ends 

Lennie‘s life and with it the hope of migrant workers ever escaping their harsh environment. 

The pair of Jim Nolan and Mac in In Dubious Battle is the odd one out since they 

technically are not migrant workers, but nevertheless, Steinbeck‘s portrayal shows their 

integration into a group, and their fierce dedication to the Party‘s cause which in their opinion 

will ultimately provide a brighter future for the workers. Refusing to accept defeatism and 

hopelessness, as displayed in George‘s attitude at the end of Of Mice and Men, Jim‘s initial 

action is to join a communist organization referred to as ―the Party‖ with the goal of achieving 

meaning in his life through struggle. He volunteers for fieldwork and is assigned to 

accompany Mac, who acts as his mentor and teaches him the ins and outs of how to infiltrate 

groups of workers and incite strikes. While they proclaim to have the best interest of the 

migrant workers in mind, their methods are thoroughly determined by the belief that the end 

justifies the means, as is evident in their unconditional acceptance of the necessity of 

                                                           
6
 All quotations from Of Mice and Men, John Steinbeck are taken from John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men 

(London: Penguin Books Ltd, 2006). Subsequent references to page number are included parenthetically in the 

text. 
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sacrifices for the greater good. Jim proves to be a quick learner, and his calculated analyses 

and decisions soon surprise Mac, who recognizes a superior strategist in his pupil. Together, 

they go to great lengths to control the motley crew of workers, which they either view as a 

wild animal that must be taught to do their bidding, or as a machine that needs to be operated 

according to their desire. The anonymous mass is personified in the general chairmen that 

they elect, of which London is the most prominent character. His interaction with the meta-

character of Jim and Mac bears resemblance to that of Lennie and George, in that he too is a 

physically powerful man almost blindly following the orders of his smaller and more 

intelligent advisors. However, unlike Lennie, London survives the perilous ordeal, and it is 

Jim instead who pays with his life for his participation in the strike. The death of one half of 

the meta-character is not caused by a known internal agent, as in Of Mice and Men, but by an 

anonymous external one. Rather than admitting defeat like George by accepting a hopeless 

future, Mac remains militant and uses the corpse of his faceless apprentice to keep the 

dubious battle, with all its questionable morals and tactics, raging. 

The Grapes of Wrath distinguishes itself from Steinbeck‘s two previous works, by 

depicting a hopeful evolution in the behavior of his Okie characters, an evolution which is 

most notable in the Christian allegorical meta-character of Tom Joad and Jim Casy.
7
 Tom is 

an ex-convict who, despite his propensity for aggression, does his utmost best to help his 

family find the illusory promised land in California. Casy is an ex-preacher, who realized the 

hypocrisy of his ways, and abandoned conventional, organized religion. Having decided to 

travel with the Joads to California, he gradually develops an ideology that stresses the need of 

altruistic unity during the journey to California. He is different from a character such as In 

Dubious Battle‟s Mac, in that he does not manipulate others into sacrificing themselves, but 

instead acts as an exemplar of self-sacrifice. He convinces Tom to let him take the entire 

                                                           
7
 Howard Levant, ―The Fully Matured Art: The Grapes of Wrath,‖ Bloom‟s Modern Critical Interpretations: The 

Grapes of Wrath, Updated Edition, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 2007), 7-36. 
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blame for their fight with a deputy, who had tried to arrest an innocent worker and injured a 

woman in his attempt to stop the suspect from fleeing . During his incarceration, Casy 

experiences an epiphany which helps him realize the importance of organized action, but not 

in the violent, revolutionary way Mac and Jim Nolan advocate. By chance, he meets Tom 

again, just moments before his own death at the hands of vigilantes, which causes Tom to set 

out and spread Casy‘s message. Compared to the evolution of the meta-character in In 

Dubious Battle, the apprentice here actually survives and there is no exploitation of the 

companion‘s martyrdom, another element of Casy‘s messiah-like function
8
. Unlike Mac‘s use 

of hollow rhetoric and artificial martyrs to stir up the migrant workers into a bloodlust, Tom 

decides to propagate the more pacifist ideology of his mentor, which is infused with a sense of 

spirituality. This development of Tom and Casy‘s meta-character is mirrored in the figures of 

Ma Joad and her daughter Rosasharn. Whereas women played largely negative or marginal 

roles in Of Mice and Men and In Dubious Battle, Steinbeck allows them to feature 

prominently in The Grapes of Wrath, and renders them to embody a similar hopeful altruistic 

attitude, which culminates in the final scene with Ma Joad encouraging her daughter to 

breastfeed a starving man.  

These three books show a changing perspective on the plight of migrant workers and 

their place in their relentless environment. To better illustrate emergent changes and contrasts, a 

non-chronological approach will be used to emphasize the shift from Of Mice and Men‟s 

sense of fatality to In Dubious Battle‘s questionable militancy, and finally to The Grapes of 

Wrath‘s signs of redemption; an evolution which is also present in the interaction of the male 

binary pairs at the center of the novel, or meta-characters, on which Steinbeck focuses. 

 

                                                           
8
 Stephen Bullivant , ―‘That‘s him. That shiny bastard.‘ Jim Casy and Christology.‖ Steinbeck Studies 16.1 

(2005): 15-31. 
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2. Of Mice and Men 
 

2.1. Introduction 

 

―The best laid schemes o‘ Mice an‘ Men / Gang aft agley, / An‘ lea‘e us nought but grief an‘ pain, / 

For promis‘d joy!‖
9
 The poetic allusion to Robert Burn‘s poem in the title of John Steinbeck‘s Of Mice 

and Men, published in 1937, already reveals the predominant pattern of the characters‘ lives. Most 

obviously, it refers to the unattainable nature of George Milton and Lennie Small‘s dreams and 

aspirations. These two Californian migrant workers, united in an unlikely friendship, share the hope of 

one day leaving their uncertain migratory existence behind by realizing their pastoral fantasy of 

owning a small farm. George, the smaller and shrewder one of the pair, yearns to be liberated from the 

struggle of scraping together a living by doing various odd jobs. His dream consists of truly reaping 

the fruits of his labor on his own, self-sustaining farm, which he envisions as a veritable cornucopia. 

Lennie, a simple, lumbering giant, is mainly concerned with tending and petting rabbits. However, his 

bewildered and childlike approach to the world, coupled with a lack of understanding of his own 

physical strength often lands him in trouble, eventually leading to his demise and the unraveling of the 

pair‘s plan to ―live off the fatta the lan‘‖ (p. 16). They are not the only ones affected by the dream and 

its subsequent failure. Steinbeck portrays several characters who either share the migrant workers‘ 

illusory goal, or have their own thwarted ambitions. Due to factors such as disability, age, gender or 

race, they are forced to occupy a marginal and rather powerless position in the social hierarchy of the 

ranch in particular, and society in general, thus linking them to a fate similar to that of George and 

Lennie. Candy, a grizzled worker who lost his hand on the ranch, is limited to doing menial work 

because of this physical emasculation and his old age. In a rather telling precedent which shows how 

little understanding and compassion his environment has for the weak and elderly, he loses his trusty 

old shepherd‘s dog when the other workers decide to execute it, claiming the dog has become 

                                                           
9
 Robert Burns, ―To a Mouse,‖ The Norton Anthology of English Literature, Eight Edition, Volume D: The 

Romantic Period, eds. Jack Stillinger and Deidre Shauna Lynch (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2006), 

136. 
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redundant. After this eye-opener, he is willing to invest his savings into George and Lennie‘s dream, 

in the hope of escaping a society where the ―survival of the fittest‖ principle reigns supreme. Crooks, 

the African American stable buck, also does not conform to the ideal image of the young, healthy 

ranch worker. He suffers from a spinal deformity, hence his cognomen. Moreover, the color of his skin 

acts as an omnipresent barrier, barring him from any real contact with his coworkers. Eager to escape 

this racially determined solitude, he cherishes the thought of joining George, Lennie and Candy on 

their farm. However, society‘s ingrained racism is quick to smash his hopes, and to force him back 

into what it considers his rightful place. Finally there is Curley‘s wife who is part coquette and part 

disgruntled housewife. Firmly believing she was destined to be a Hollywood star because she was 

gullible enough to believe a complete stranger‘s wild claims, she now desperately seeks attention on 

the ranch in an attempt to overcome the boredom of her unhappy marriage. 

2.2.  The complexities of George and Lennie’s relationship 

 

The opening chapter firmly establishes the peculiar power relationship between both men . Despite the 

size disparity between the two, which as Caren Irr argues, might be based on contemporary 

stereotypical depictions in cartoons of the scrawny capitalist and the gigantic working man
10

, George 

keeps a relatively tight rein on his herculean partner, Lennie. Because of Lennie‘s mental retardation, 

he is incapable of surviving on his own in this harsh environment, and therefore blindly relies on his 

companion George to guide him through the trials and tribulations of life. They do not share a familial 

bond, although later in the book George does lie to the ranch boss about being cousins, in order to 

justify their companionship. When Lennie questions George‘s remark, his reply speaks volumes about 

the ambiguous nature of their friendship: ―Well, that was a lie. An‘ I‘m damn glad it was. If I was a 

relative of yours I‘d shoot myself‖ (p. 26). Lennie‘s limited intelligence prevents their relationship 

from being one between equals, but rather results in George having to act as an authoritarian father 

figure watching over the boisterous Lennie. This is confirmed by other characters‘ observations, such 

as Slim‘s remark ―He‘s jes‘ like a kid, ain‘t he‖ (p. 49) and Curley‘s wife‘s conclusion that Lennie is 

                                                           
10

 Caren Irr, ―Queer Borders: Figures from the 1930s for U.S.-Canadian Relations,” American Quarterly, 49.3 

(1997): 504-530. 
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―[j]us‘ like a big baby‖ (p. 102). The very first lines of dialogue show George trying to instill some 

practical sense into Lennie, who, like a child, is completely absorbed in his playful activity. George 

cautions against drinking from a river before checking certain indications of water quality. Lennie, 

however, does not heed his warnings and is more concerned with his ability to create ripples in the 

water. Immediately after that, he does his utmost best to mimic George even in the slightest details, 

such as posture, similar to the way in which children tend to be a copycat of people they idolize. 

George‘s early interaction with Lennie depicts him as a proponent of the ―spare the rod, spoil the 

child‖ adage. Twice he deprives Lennie of his object of affection, a dead mouse, which he keeps in his 

pocket for petting. Further in the story, when they arrive at the ranch and meet Curley‘s wife for the 

first time, George disciplines Lennie, who is mesmerized by her beauty, with corporal punishment in 

order to discourage him from ever interacting with her: ―George […] took him by an ear and shook 

him‖ (p. 36). Furthermore, he often emphasizes how his responsibility over Lennie is burdensome: ―I 

could get along so easy and so nice if I didn‘t have you on my tail‖ (p. 8). Lennie‘s casual remark 

during dinner, stating that he prefers his beans with ketchup, sends George into a frenzy, in which he 

voices the underlying tensions in this partnership: 

Whatever we ain‘t got, that‘s what you want. God a‘mighty, if I was alone I could live 

so easy. […] No mess at all, and when the end of the month come I could take my 

fifty bucks and go into town and get whatever I want. […] You can‘t keep a job and 

you lose me ever‘ job I get. Jus‘ keep me shovin‘ all over the country all the time. […] 

You crazy-son-of-a-bitch. You keep me in hot water all the time. (p. 12) 

The constant stress of keeping his bumbling companion in check strains their relationship.  

Yet, despite his frustrations, George cannot deny the presence of some positive reciprocation 

in the bond that he has with his travelling partner, which forms the basis of their belief in their own 

exceptionalism. The two men consider themselves to be different from the typical migrant worker, 

who is characterized as being trapped in a vicious circle of roaming the country in order to earn a 

meager wage, which is then immediately spent on temporary thrills, such as alcohol, gambling or 
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brothels: ―Guys like us, that work on ranches, are the loneliest guys in the world. […] They ain‘t got 

nothing to look ahead to‖ (p.15). Their mutual care, on the other hand, leads them to believe that they 

are capable of breaking this mould: ―But not us! An‟ why? Because… because I got you to look after 

me, and you got me to look after you, and that‟s why‖ (p. 15, original italics). This simple statement of 

altruism justifies their self-image and enables them to romantically fantasize about their future farm, 

which is described as a hedonistic land of plenty in which they can ―live off the fatta the lan‟‖ (p. 16, 

original italics). As several critics, such as Peter Lisca 
11

 and Marilyn Chandler McEntyre 
12

, have 

pointed out, the repetition of their mantra of one day leaving behind their restless lifestyle and putting 

down their roots takes on a religious tone. McEntyre shows how George‘s demeanor indicates that he 

―takes on a priestly persona‖ and gives a sermon about ―their private heaven [which] is like an 

absolution and a resealing of the bond that keeps them in community and on their chosen path‖.
13

 The 

fact that the two men recite this personal gospel right before their dinner of canned beans, as if they 

were saying grace, heightens its religious nature. 

The unusualness of two migrant workers travelling together is certainly one aspect of George 

and Lennie‘s unwavering belief in their supposed uniqueness, which is reinforced, sometimes 

mockingly or suspiciously, by the reactions of others when the pair arrives on the ranch. When the 

boss is scrutinizing his newly arrived work force, the apparent submissive state of Lennie and 

George‘s eagerness to talk in his place rouse suspicions that George might be taking advantage of him 

by depriving him of his wage. Because the ranch boss has ―never seen one guy take so much trouble 

for another guy‖ (p. 24), George feels compelled to lie about Lennie being a relative who has suffered 

a severe head trauma. The boss‘s son, Curley, a pugnacious boxer with a penchant for provoking 

fights with bigger men, also expresses his bafflement at George and Lennie‘s partnership, in a remark 

which William Goldhurst interprets as ―a particularly nasty innuendo‖ about their sexuality.
14

 This is 

the only reference that explicitly hints at a possible sexual element in their relation. However, 

                                                           
11

 Lisca, ―The Wide World of John Steinbeck,‖ 38-39. 
12

 Marilyn Chandler McEntyre, ―Of Mice and Men: A Story of Innocence Retained,‖ The Essential Criticism of 

John Steinbeck‟s Of Mice and Men, ed. Michael J. Meyer (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2009), 187-202. 
13

 McEntyre, 198. 
14

 William Goldhurst, ―John Steinbeck‘s Parable of the Curse of Cain,‖ The Essential Criticism of John 

Steinbeck‟s Of Mice and Men, ed. Michael J. Meyer (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2009), 49-61. 
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George‘s defensive reaction to others questioning the pair‘s motivation indicates that he is aware of 

such a misconception, and that he has probably been confronted with it on several occasions. When 

Slim utters his ―calm invitation to confidence‖ by saying ―Funny how you an‘ him string along 

together‖, George is immediately on the defensive and wants to know ―[w]hat‘s funny about it‖ (p. 

44). The actual origin of their partnership, as George then explains to Slim, seems to be a lot more 

banal than the boss and his son Curley suspect. Both men grew up in the same town and were 

acquainted through Lennie‘s legal guardian, his aunt Clara, who raised him ever since he was a baby. 

This is the only relative of Lennie who is mentioned in the narrative, while George never refers to any 

relatives whatsoever, apart from stating that he ―ain‘t got no people‖ (p. 45). After Clara‘s death, 

Lennie simply started tagging along with George, quite possibly because he was the only alternative 

authority figure in his life. No real explanation is given by the characters themselves, but this lack of 

clarification of the origin could be seen as an adherence to Steinbeck‘s non-teleological thinking.
15

 

Steinbeck‘s biographer, Jackson Benson, explained this philosophy by saying that Steinbeck‘s works, 

which were influenced by non-teleology, had ―no cause and effect, no problem and solution, no heroes 

or villains‖.
16

 The often-quoted evidence for Of Mice and Men‟s non-teleological nature is the work‘s 

original title, Something That Happened, but even the later title inspired by Robert Burns‘ poem can 

be interpreted in a non-teleological way, as Peter Lisca shows, by calling both the destruction of the 

mouse‘s nest and Lennie‘s death ―simply a part of the pattern of events‖.
17

 

 

2.2.1.  George’s selfish interests in his partnership with Lennie: sadism and 

scapegoat 

Nonetheless, if we are to probe this symbiosis, disregarding the non-teleological approach, and 

examine the very core driving this relationship, do we only find caritas–love in the form of caring–as 

Barbara Heavilin suggests, or a more complex mixture of motivations?
18

 Surely, the initial stage of 

                                                           
15

 Brian Leahy Doyle, ―Tragedy and the Non-Teleological In Of Mice and Men.‖ Steinbeck Review 3.2 (2006): 

79-86. 
16

 Jackson J. Benson, The True Adventures of John Steinbeck, Writer (New York: Viking, 1984), 327. 
17

 Lisca, ―The Wide World of John Steinbeck,‖ 41. 
18

 Barbara A. Heavilin, ―Emotion Recollected in Tranquility: A Context For Romanticism in Of Mice and Men,‖ 

The Essential Criticism of John Steinbeck‟s Of Mice and Men, ed. Michael J. Meyer (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 

2009), 276-289. 
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their bond was founded not on caritas, but rather its opposite: sadism. This is evident in George‘s 

confession to Slim in which he reveals that he ―used to have a hell of a lot of fun with ‗im‖ (p. 45):  

Used to play jokes on ‗im cause he was too dumb to take care of ‗imself. But he was 

too dumb even to know he had a joke played on him. I had fun. Made me seem God 

damn smart alongside of him. Why he‘d do any damn thing I tol‘ him. If I tol‘ him to 

walk over a cliff, over he‘d go. (p. 45) 

Clearly, George derived a certain sense of satisfaction and even self-worth from his complete control 

over another human being, who also happens to be of a much larger build than himself.
19

 He admits 

that he used physical violence against Lennie, who chose not to retaliate, despite his ability to easily 

hurt George with a small amount of effort. In this respect, George mirrors Curley, who is the 

prototypical example of the ―little guy‖ who is ―alla time picking scraps with big guys‖ since he is 

―mad at ‗em because he ain‘t a big guy‖ (p. 29). Jean Emery‘s feminist reading links George and 

Curley through another aspect, namely their obsession with controlling their partner or ―spouse‖, since 

the relationship between George and Lennie is likened to a marriage with George representing 

stereotypical masculinity and Lennie femininity.
20

 However, Lennie‘s very meekness and 

obliviousness to the malice to which he is subjected prevent George from gaining any noteworthy 

satisfaction. George‘s change of heart occurs when Lennie has a near death experience, when he jumps 

into a river on George‘s command despite not being able to swim, but still thanks him afterwards for 

saving him. Since Lennie never challenges George‘s dominance, George‘s sadism only reveals his 

questionable morality, instead of making him ―seem God damn smart‖ (p. 45). 

Although George may consider his wrongdoing as a thing of the past, there are still indications 

of less than altruistic motivations of their partnership which complicate readings such as the one by 

Charles Johnson which notes George‘s ―sense of unselfish duty‖ and the general ―bond […] based 
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entirely on character and virtue‖.
21

 As previously mentioned, the power dynamics are reminiscent of a 

father-child or a stereotypical husband-wife relationship, but Lennie‘s animalistic characterization also 

hints at a possible master-animal balance of power. He walks ―the way a bear drags his paws‖ (p. 2), 

he ―snort[s] into the water like a horse‖ (p. 3)‖, and after killing Curley‘s wife, he retreats to the brush 

by the river ―as silently as a creeping bear moves‖ (p. 113). When it is merely Lennie‘s private actions 

being described, he is often likened to dangerous animals. However, during his interaction with other 

characters, he is attributed the docility of a domesticated animal, more specifically, a dog. Lennie‘s 

hesitant compliance with George‘s command of handing over the mouse takes on the form of a dog 

being reprimanded by its master: ―Slowly, like a terrier who doesn‘t want to bring a ball to its master, 

Lennie approached, drew back, approached again. George snapped his fingers sharply, and at the 

sound Lennie laid the mouse in his hand‖ (p. 10). Moreover, George appears to be fully aware of his 

companion‘s Pavlovian tendencies when he intimates to Slim that ―[Lennie]‘ll do any damn thing I – ― 

(p.48), before stopping abruptly upon Lennie‘s entrance. Crooks explicitly compares Lennie to a dog 

when he suggests what would hypothetically happen to Lennie if George were to abandon him: 

―They‘ll take ya to the booby hatch. They‘ll tie ya up with a collar, like a dog (p. 81). These similes 

further emphasize the link between Lennie and Candy‘s dog, which is rendered most explicitly in their 

identical execution.
22

 Even the justification given for standing by each man‘s inferior partner are 

similar in nature. When Carlson is more or less imposing his desire to shoot the deteriorating dog, 

Candy desperately opposes any claims of the dog‘s redundancy by pointing out his attachment: ―I had 

him so long‖ (p. 50) and ―I‘m so used to him‖ (p. 51). Merely pages before Candy‘s defense, George 

explained to Slim how he and Lennie ―[g]ot kinda used to each other after a little while‖ (p. 45), and 

how ―you get used to goin‘ around with a guy an‘ you can‘t get rid of him‖ (p. 46).  

Apart from the more immediate gratification of dominating his subordinate, George also uses 

Lennie to preserve the status quo, as Peter Lisca has pointed out.
23

 Lisca considers it a part of Lennie‘s 
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role to be ―a rationalization of [George‘s] failure‖
24

, a scapegoat for the hardships which George has 

had to endure, all ostensibly caused by Lennie‘s presence. This would indeed explain why George 

insists on Lennie‘s continued companionship, despite George‘s numerous rants complaining about the 

burden of his guardianship. Shortly after George‘s first tantrum, caused by Lennie‘s wish for ketchup, 

Lennie even proposes to leave and to lead a life in nature, thereby granting George the opportunity to 

finally pursue the ―easy‖ life of alcohol, brothels and gambling. This causes George to withdraw his 

previous remarks and to admit twice that he does in fact desire Lennie to accompany him: ―I was jus‘ 

foolin‘, Lennie. ‗Cause I want you to stay with me […] I want you to stay with me, Lennie‖ (p. 14). 

Nevertheless, George‘s outbursts about the, in his opinion, troublesome Lennie are most likely a 

frequent phenomenon, akin to the ritualistic repetition of their personal gospel of the fantasy farm, 

since Lennie knows the litany of complaints by heart. When George finds Lennie hiding near the river 

after the death of Curley‘s wife, Lennie even encourages George to go through the routine:  

‘Ain‘t you gonna give me hell?‘ ‗Give ya hell?‘ ‗Sure, like you always done before. 

Like, ‗If I di‘n‘t have you I‘d take my fifty bucks –‗ […] ‗Well, ain‘t you gonna say 

it?‘ […] ‗Go on,‘ said Lennie. ‗An‘ when the enda the month come –‗ […] Lennie 

looked eagerly at him. „Go on, George. Ain‘t you gonna give me no more hell?‘ (p. 

117, my italics) 

Lennie tries to get George to reprimand him in a desperate attempt to reestablish the normal pattern of 

their interaction, indicating that George‘s tirades lambasting Lennie are a common feature in their 

partnership. Prior to this meeting, Lennie scolded himself by listening to the remonstrations of two 

hallucinatory figures, one in the shape of his aunt Clara and the other in that of a giant rabbit. Both 

speak with the voice of Lennie, but the actual content of their utterances bears a striking resemblance 

to George‘s angry complaints: ―All the time he coulda had such a good time if it wasn‘t for you. He 

woulda took his pay an‘ raised hell in a whore house, and he coulda set in a pool room an‘ played 

snooker‖ (p. 114). This rare moment of insight into Lennie‘s psyche shows the ingrained nature of an 

ever-present inferiority complex, drummed into him by George. 
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2.2.2. George’s influence on Lennie 

 

Lennie can be seen as a brute force which is steered, albeit not always successfully, by an 

intellectually superior leader, similar to the role of the mob of migrant workers in In Dubious Battle 

which is, to a large extent, controlled by Mac and Jim. However, in comparison to that mob‘s 

occasional frenzied bloodlust, Lennie comes across as fairly pacifist. Although it seems rather odd to 

refer to someone as a pacifist when that person is accused of rape, crushes a man‘s hand, and breaks a 

woman‘s neck, one has to take into account the context of these actions. Due to his limited intellectual 

capacities, Lennie has a hard time coping with stressful situations, which often cause him to freeze up 

completely, as is evident in the Weed episode and the fight with Curley. George explains to Slim how 

the pair was forced to flee from the town of Weed, after a girl filed a rape charge against Lennie. 

Enticed by her pretty red dress, Lennie was eager to indulge in his compulsive habit of petting nice 

and soft things. The sight of a gargantuan figure grabbing onto her dress startled the girl so much that 

she started screaming, which in its turn startled her ―assailant‖. George describes how he managed to 

put a stop to the situation: ― 

[T]his girl squawks and squawks. I was jus‘ a little bit off, and I heard all the yellin‘, 

so I comes running, an‘ by that time Lennie‘s so scared all he can think to do is jus‘ 

hold on. I socked him over the head with a fence picket to make him let go. He was so 

scairt he couldn‘t let go of that dress. (p.47) 

The fight with Curley follows a very similar pattern, showcasing the difficulty that George has in 

getting his partner to snap out of his terror and to obey. After preventing Slim from intervening and 

having ordered Lennie to stand up for himself, George notices that Lennie‘s self-defense – blocking 

Curley‘s incoming punch and holding on to his fist - might result in permanent damage for Curley, and 

he attempts to break up the fight: ―‗Leggo of him, Lennie. Let go.‘ But Lennie watched in terror the 

flopping little man whom he held. […] George slapped him in the face again and again, and still 

Lennie held on to the closed fist‖ (pp. 72-73). In both cases, Lennie intends no real harm, but applies 
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the only self-defense mechanism he knows of during frightening situations, which is to 

dumbfoundedly hold onto something. It is only due to his remarkable strength that Lennie‘s panicky 

reactions unwillingly cause such fear in the case of the girl, and pain in Curley‘s case. It takes George 

a fair amount of physical force to get his companion back to his senses.  

The two aforementioned scenes lead Charlotte Hadella to conclude that ―George‘s control of 

his partner‘s powerfully destructive physical strength is actually quite tenuous‖
25

, a statement which, 

while holding some truth, emphasizes George‘s powerlessness a bit too much. Once again, using the 

comparison between Lennie and the migrant worker mob in In Dubious Battle, it can be said that the 

respective leaders more or less know how to spur their ―agents‖ on to initially do their bidding. The 

only reason why Lennie retaliates during the brawl with Curley is because George explicitly 

commands him to. Prior to that, Lennie simply cowers and calls out for help to George since he‘s ―too 

frightened to defend himself‖ (p. 71), while Curley uses his boxing prowess to relentlessly land blow 

after blow. When Lennie finally understands George‘s order, he executes it with devastating force far 

exceeding George‘s expectations. It is certainly true that George has his difficulties curbing his 

partner‘s immense strength in the heat of the moment, but at least he is capable of eventually stopping 

him. In Dubious Battle‟s Mac and Jim, on the other hand, often have no other choice but to let events 

take their course until the crowd‘s fury peters out, because once enraged, the collective becomes 

oblivious to all commands. While Lennie may not be a mindless puppet who carries out George‘s 

tasks without hesitation, when in George‘s hands, he certainly is no unstoppable brute either. 

Given the influence that George has on his dull-witted companion, one wonders if he is solely 

to blame for creating, perhaps indirectly, Lennie‘s darker side, or if he merely channels that which is 

already present. Mark Spilka argues in favor of the former theory by claiming that George uses Lennie 

―to provoke and settle his own quarrel with a hostile world‖.
26

 He sees George as a frustrated 

individual who willingly looks for trouble with the sources of authority on the ranch, and who 
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provokes this through a sense of guilt, which he instills in Lennie by strictly forbidding any contact 

whatsoever with certain people:  

George resents these people so much and pins such frightening taboos on them, that 

Lennie is bound to panic when he meets them, to clutch with his tremendous strength 

[…] and so punish people George openly dislikes. […] George lordfully creates the 

troubles for which Lennie will himself be blamed and punished – though he only 

obeys his master‘s vengeful voice.
27

  

In Lennie‘s mind, breaking George‘s rules inevitably leads to the fulfillment of his worst nightmare, 

which is being denied the prospect of tending rabbits. In the case of Curley‘s wife death, Spilka‘s 

thesis provides an accurate explanation of the reasoning behind Lennie‘s unfortunate actions. It is 

indeed the fear of doing bad things, and the subsequent punishment of not being allowed to realize his 

innermost desire, which ironically cause him to take another human being‘s life. However, this crucial 

moment in the narrative is the only time when George‘s ―taboos‖ result in Lennie wreaking havoc. 

The fight with Curley actually starts on the basis of Curley‘s misinterpretation of Lennie‘s blissful 

smiling. When Curley is once again spoiling for a fight, he considers his wife‘s and Slim‘s 

simultaneous absence as possible proof of an affair, but his suspicion turns out to be wrong and he 

quickly ends up apologizing to the irritated Slim. Carlson, who is amused by Curley‘s failure to 

instigate a fight, grabs the opportunity to mock Curley‘s inability to keep an eye on his own wife. 

Even old Candy, who generally speaking is quite submissive and even cowardly throughout the story, 

joins in on the derision of Curley. This enrages him, but he does not take out his aggression on the 

defiant workers, opting instead to see Lennie‘s smile, caused by his daydream about the future farm, 

as a provocation. There is not a hint of malice in Lennie‘s intentions, and even his self-defense, which 

is only brought about through George‘s repetition of explicit orders, seems quite tame in comparison 

to what he is truly capable of. Besides, after quickly defeating his belligerent opponent, Lennie takes 

no pleasure whatsoever in his victory, but instead whimpers and repeats how he never wanted to harm 

anyone.  
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Lennie only gets mad on a handful of occasions, and when he does, his short-lived, childlike 

anger is often inextricably linked to other emotions such as fear, regret or desperation. For instance, he 

vents his frustration over his dead puppy because he worries that its death might prevent him from 

fulfilling his rabbit fantasy. Apart from obviously foreshadowing Curley‘s wife‘s death
28

, this scene 

shows how Lennie is already struggling with guilt and shame, thus helping to partially clarify Lennie‘s 

high-strung mindset which causes him to take such extreme measures to keep George from finding out 

about his interaction with Curley‘s wife. The other major cause of Lennie‘s anger is a supposed threat 

to those whom he holds dear, which illustrates his sense of loyalty to others since he would use force 

to defend them but not himself. When Crooks pesters Lennie with the hypothetical question of what he 

would do in the event of George getting hurt in town and never coming back to the ranch, Lennie 

interprets the statement literally and briefly goes into a trance which mimics that of the enraged mob 

in In Dubious Battle. He displays a similar attitude in one of the frequent fantasies about the farm, 

when reassuring George that no predator, more specifically no predatory cats, would harm his precious 

rabbits. This is the only occasion where Lennie explicitly utters a physical threat: ―You jus‘ let ‗em try 

to get the rabbits. I‘ll break their God damn necks. I‘ll… I‘ll smash ‗em with a stick‖ (p. 66). In 

conclusion, the potential for violence is certainly present within Lennie, but he rarely triggers it 

himself, with the exception being the defense of his loved ones. However, it is to a degree stimulated 

by George, directly as in the case of the fight with Curley, or indirectly, through establishing 

authoritarian rules which Lennie is very likely to break and thereby provoking Lennie‘s impulsive 

panic reactions.  

 

2.3. The universal yet elusive dream of a better tomorrow 

 

The ambition of owning a strip of land and realizing the dream of a personal earthly paradise appears 

to be shared by most other migrant workers as well. As a way of escapism from their daily toiling and 

hardship, they too take comfort in fantasies similar to the one held by George and Lennie. In fact, 
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Steinbeck establishes the migrant workers as dreamers early on in the narrative, when he is describing 

their possessions in the bunkhouse and notes the ―Western magazines ranch men love to read and scoff 

at and secretly believe‖ (p. 19). Whenever they reveal their plan, it is often met with a great deal of 

skepticism. Crooks, the African American stable boy, who became disillusioned through his isolation 

caused by the color of his skin, has seemingly learned to no longer attach value to these fantasies. He 

assures Lennie that their dream is as universal as it is elusive: 

I seen hunderds of men come by on the road an‘ on the ranches, with their bindles on 

their back an‘ that same damn thing in their heads.[…] They come, an‘ they quit an‘ 

go on; an‘ every damn one of ‗em‘s got a little piece of land in his head. An‘ never a 

God damn one of ‗em ever gets it. Just like heaven. (p. 83-84) 

When Candy joins the conversation and proposes a couple of his own ideas concerning the future farm 

to Lenny, Crooks continues to utter his disbelief, stating that George is probably already wasting their 

money in a brothel. Experience has taught him that despite the idealistic ambitions, ―a whore house or 

blackjack game―(p. 86) is all that is necessary to prevent the realization of such plans. Nevertheless, 

like the ranch men and their Western magazines, Crooks cannot resist the appeal of being a part of this 

Edenic prospect, and carefully proposes to join them. Unfortunately, any ounce of hope is quickly 

nipped in the bud by Curley‘s wife‘s racist threats, reminding him of the barrier of prejudice which 

prevents him from fully integrating in a predominantly white society: ―I could get you strung up on a 

tree so easy it ain‘t even funny‖ (p. 91). She also emphasizes the futility of the workers‘ plans: ―I seen 

too many you guys. If you had two bits in the worl‘, why you‘d be in gettin‘ two shots of corn with it 

and suckin‘ the bottom of the glass. I know you guys‖ (pp. 89-90). While she is skeptical about the 

ranch workers‘ pastoral fantasy, she herself used to cherish a personal aspiration of making it from 

rags to riches by obtaining movie stardom. It is remarkable that she is able to see through the folly of 

other people‘s dreams, yet at the same could not or chose not to apply an ounce of critical thinking 

when it came to her own pursuit of happiness. She saw her opportunities and chances of success 

through rose-colored glasses, all because an actor of a travelling theater company told her that she 

could join the show. In addition to that, some random man who claimed that he was a Hollywood big 
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shot complimented her and promised to get her a part in a movie: ―Says I was a natural. Soon‘s he got 

back to Hollywood he was gonna write to me about it. […] I never got that letter, […] I always 

thought my ol‘ lady stole it‖ (p. 100). She failed to realize that these men were most likely flattering 

her, or boasting to get her attention, because she was blinded by the possibility of success. As she is 

incapable of accepting this inconvenient truth, she blames her mother for willfully preventing her from 

pursuing her acting career. This distrust has far-reaching consequences since she immediately breaks 

with her family by marrying Curley, which eventually turns out to be a mistake, as she realizes that 

life with Curley proves to be anything but happy. Most of Steinbeck‘s characters in Of Mice and Men 

are indeed dreamers, but despite their best efforts, in the end none of them manage to even come close 

to fulfilling their fantasies.  

There is, however, evidence that George and Lennie were painfully aware of the impossibility 

of their personal garden of Eden, and that George‘s goals are not completely in line with those of 

Lennie and Candy. A first major clue is mentioned when Candy proposes to use his disability money 

in order to help fund the farm‘s purchase. The narrator then gives away how the characters had, 

perhaps unconsciously, previously felt about the dream, when describing their bafflement: ―They fell 

into a silence. They looked at one another, amazed. This thing they had never really believed in was 

coming true‖ (p. 67, my italics). After finding Curley‘s wife‘s corpse in the barn, George realizes and 

even explicitly says that he has been living a lie: ―I think I knowed from the very first. I think I 

knowed we‘d never do her. He usta like to hear about it so much I got to thinking maybe we would‖ 

(p. 107). This attempt to live in blissful ignorance is a common character trait, and makes the 

inevitable failure all the more heart-wrenching.  

 

2.3.1. Diverging dreams 

 Even though the dream shared by George, Lennie and Candy seems to be uniform, there are indicators 

of differing goals. Charlotte Hadella points out the differences between the plans of George and those 

of his companions:  
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[T]he narrative shifts to non-farm activities is a subtle clue that George‘s version of 

the future does not coincide with his partners‘. What George seems to be doing in this 

speech is reconciling the mythic vision with the more personal vision of how he would 

live his life if he did not have to look after Lennie.
29

 

George‘s focus on more urban, social events does seem to deviate from Lennie‘s and Candy‘s 

secluded idyll and coincides with his earlier rants in which he praised the joys of more stereotypically 

male vices. Lennie and Candy‘s future has a more stereotypically feminine touch, as Lennie is 

obsessed with the nurturing of animals, and Candy often comes across as a sentimental, emasculated 

male.
30

 While Curley may cry due to the physical pain inflicted on him by Lennie, Candy and Lennie‘s 

crying fits are induced by emotional distress, for example when Candy comes to terms with the 

definitive end of the farm. Even his attempts at emphasizing his masculinity mostly serve to 

emphasize his powerlessness. On two occasions, he openly defies or insults the ―hostile‖ characters, 

i.e. Curley and his wife. However, his contemptuous remark about Curley‘s ―glove fulla vaseline‖ (p. 

70), which supposedly keeps one hand soft for sexual intercourse, is only said because he draws 

courage from Carlson‘s verbal attack. His attempt to force Curley‘s wife out of Crooks‘ room is quite 

unsuccessful as she does not allow him to unsettle her, but instead fiercely rebuts his claim that a 

married woman‘s place is in the domestic sphere. It is quite telling that in a patriarchal society Candy 

still lacks any authority over Curley‘s wife, emphasizing his powerlessness and submission. Another 

dubious ―masculine‖ element of Candy‘s character is his repetition of George‘s plans which deviated 

from the farm idyll and its focus on nurturing. Either he actually would like to pursue these urban, 

social events such as ―a circus or a baseball game‖ (p. 108), or he is merely submitting to George‘s 

vision of the future, indicating docility. The way in which he utters these words, ―in a singsong‖ (p. 

108), suggests that he is just mimicking George‘s dominant opinion, and therefore seems to confirm 

the latter theory. The difference in goals is certainly present in the story, and it is most likely caused 

by the conflicting gender identities of the characters. 

                                                           
29

 Hadella, 147 
30

 Emery, 128-129. 



26 
 

2.4. Enigmatic Slim: man, superman, and god 

 

Out of all the characters in Of Mice and Men‘s limited cast, Slim surely is one of the more enigmatic 

figures. This personification of rugged individualism is an authority figure and an exemplar of 

perspicacity. His description by the narrator leads Louis Owens to conclude quite rightfully conclude 

that Slim is ―an omnipotent and omniscient sort of Nietzschean superman‖ and ―the familiar American 

cowboy hero‖.
31

 His introduction in the novella seems more befitting of a philosopher or a nobleman 

than a ranch hand in charge of the animals. Even the boss‘s son, Curley, more or less treats Slim with 

respect, acknowledging his innate leadership since Slim‘s ―authority was so great that his word was 

taken on any subject, be it politics or love‖ (p. 37). However, his influence is not always used with the 

best interest of others on his mind, even though he is convinced of his opinions‘ morality. As Louis 

Owens succinctly puts it, ―Siim [sic] is playing God‖ as he ultimately gets the last and decisive word 

in the discussion about the euthanasia of Candy‘s dog and in the decision that incarceration is not an 

option for Lennie.
32

 As is the case with several other characters, Slim‘s personality has multiple sides 

to it. On the one hand, there is his gracious appearance, his suave confidence, and common sense 

which gives the impression of a morally upstanding person. Yet, on the other hand, Slim has no 

qualms about advocating the appliance of euthanasia and executions in order to put his belief in the 

survival of the fittest principle into practice. One assumes that a man who is tasked to take care of 

animals, would have at least an ounce of sympathy for nature‘s creatures, but his casual remark of 

having drowned several puppies in order to improve the remaining ones‘ growth rate contradicts this. 

He even extends his opinion to include himself, explicitly stating his radical view on disability or other 

deviations from his ideal of a healthy, strong body: ―I wisht somebody‘d shoot me if I got old an‘ a 

cripple‖ (p. 51). This statement is especially noteworthy since he says this to Candy, who clearly fits 

Slim‘s criteria, as he is both old and handicapped after losing his hand on the ranch. In fact, other 

characters such as Crooks, who suffers from a crooked back after being kicked by a horse, and Lennie, 

with his limited mental faculties, also do not meet his standards. However, Lennie‘s dimwittedness is 

counteracted by his enormous physical strength which is greatly admired by Slim. Likewise, Slim 
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shows no contempt towards Crooks, as he treats him with respect. This complex mixture of conflicting 

opinions and actions makes Slim rather hard to classify. His friendliness towards George and Lennie 

clashes with his implicit condonatian and encouragement of Lennie‘s preemptive execution and his 

casual appliance of eugenics on his dog.
33

 As such, this antithetic character–emulating the likes of 

Curley‘s wife‘s combination of flirt and lonely housewife, Crook‘s misanthropy as well as his 

yearning for integration, and George‘s compassion for but also exploitation of Lennie–defies a 

definitive label. 

 

2.5. The execution of all hope 

 

The climactic event of Steinbeck‘s novella is of course Lennie‘s foreshadowed pointblank execution 

by George. This event is quite unique in comparison to In Dubious Battle and The Grapes of Wrath 

since the murder of one half of the male pair is not committed by an external agent, but rather by his 

closest companion. In order to better clarify the implications of this scene, it would be useful to quote 

its relevant parts at length: 

‗We gonna get a little place,‘ George began. He reached in his side pocket and brought 

out Carlson‘s Luger […] He looked at the back of Lennie‘s head, at the place where 

the spine and skull were joined. […] George raised the gun and his hand shook, and he 

dropped his hand to the ground again. […] ‗Ever‘body gonna be nice to you. Ain‘t 

gonna be no more trouble.‘ […] ‗I thought you was mad at me, George.‘ ‗No,‘ said 

George. ‗No, Lennie. I ain‘t mad. I never been mad, an‘ I ain‘t now. That‘s a thing I 

want ya to know.‘ […] ‗Le‘s do it now. Le‘s get that place now.‘ ‗Sure, right now. I 

gotta. We gotta.‘ […] The hand shook violently, but his face set and his hand steadied. 

He pulled the trigger. (pp. 118-120) 
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There is no doubt that this situation puts a tremendous amount of emotional strain on George, as is 

evident in his hesitant movements and shaky voice. His recitation of the three recurring ritualistic 

utterances, the first being the complaints about Lennie, the second the statement of their 

exceptionalism, and the third the description of the future farm, is delivered despondently. If it were 

not for Lennie‘s constant encouragement to keep going, and his efforts to guide George by saying 

lines partially or even entirely, George would no doubt have fallen silent.  

Steinbeck also quite clearly emphasizes the physical effort that George has to exert in order to 

shoot his companion. George appears to be fully convinced that he is doing the right thing by putting 

his meek, yet at the same time potentially dangerous friend out of his misery, thus preventing him 

from falling into the hands of Curley‘s vengeful posse, and from having to survive on his own, which 

George reckons to be fatal: ―[S]omebody‘d shoot you for a coyote if you was by yourself‖ (p. 14) and 

―We can‘t let ‗im get away. Why, the poor bastard‘d starve‖ (p. 106). He makes it quite clear to 

Lennie that he bears no grudge against him, and never has. This clearly contradicts George‘s earlier 

rants in which he was all too eager to bemoan the negative side effects of traveling with Lennie. Either 

George has suddenly revised his entire opinion on Lennie, which would be a rather artificial 

development, or he is so thoroughly distraught by this whole ordeal that he tries to comfort both 

Lennie and himself by seeing their past through rose-colored glasses. 

It is noteworthy that the execution scene complicates a non-teleological interpretation of this 

final scene. Are we to conclude that this is just something that happened, as the working title 

indicated? Surely, Steinbeck has incorporated clues by thoroughly associating Lennie with dogs 

through the obsession with the puppy, as well as using animal imagery in the beginning of the novel to 

describe Lennie. Even the simple matter of Lennie being a person with tremendous strength but 

limited intelligence hints at the animalistic nature of this character. These elements associate him with 

the most prominent animal in the story–disregarding the imaginary rabbits–Candy‘s old dog and 

therefore also with its death.
34

 As previously mentioned, Candy‘s and George‘s explanations of their 

bond with their partners are similar in nature. Candy‘s conclusion that he should have been the one 
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putting his dog to rest undoubtedly plays a part in George‘s future decision. Furthermore, it should set 

off the readers‘ expectations when it is revealed that Carlson‘s Luger has been stolen, the exact same 

gun which was used to dispose of Candy‘s dog.
35

 George also imitates Carlson‘s technique of severing 

the connection between spinal cord and skull, and the result is precisely what Carlson had predicted 

when speaking of the dog‘s execution: ―He wouldn‘t even quiver‖ (p. 51) & ―Lennie jarred, and then 

settled slowly forward to the sand, and he lay without quivering‖ (p. 120). In fact, the foreshadowing 

was one of the aspects of criticism by contemporary critic Dorothea Brande Collins in her analysis in 

American Review.
36

 Louis Owens sees the act of a heron eating a water snake, which is quickly 

replaced by another member of its species, as a symbol of non-teleology.
37

 Life quite simply carries 

on, and as one water snake replaces another, so does Slim replace Lennie as George‘s friend.
38

 This 

symbol is plausible, but the presence of thought-out foreshadowing throughout the novella still renders 

it hard to view the final chapter, and indeed large parts of the novella, in a non-teleological light. 

Perhaps this was one of the contributing factors to Steinbeck‘s disappointment with this work.
39

 

A strongly present underlying theme in Of Mice and Men, gradually developed within the 

binary pair of George and Lennie, reaches its culmination in the final chapter: the clear emphasis on 

gloom and an accompanying sense of immobility. This emphasizes the ranch workers‘ inability to 

improve their condition and to escape their perpetual, fruitless toiling. What we witness here is the 

total annihilation of the two protagonists. Lennie‘s life has been terminated, and George is overcome 

by defeatism, accepting the dreary future that he used to present rather positively. Any shred of belief 

in exceptionalism or a better tomorrow is permanently gone. In this respect, George joins the ranks of 

the unfortunate Crooks, whose skin color and later physical handicap prevent him from escaping life at 

the ranch, and Curley‘s wife, who married to escape what she believed to be an environment that 

limited her possibilities, only to end up in a far more limiting place, i.e. the ranch. Barbara Heavilin 

argues that George has the choice to shoot Lennie, which is an example of free will and therefore 
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allows the novella to free itself from the naturalistic or mechanical label.
40

 However, would the other 

options have resulted in any significant differences? If Lennie were to have been arrested, he would 

have been punished severely. Surviving on his own would probably have proven to be quite the 

challenge, and it is unlikely that a man of such limited intelligence and such immense and 

unpredictable physical power would stay out of the hands of the law for very long. Ultimately, the end 

results for George would be more or less the same. The only person George trusted enough to realize 

the dream disappears from his life, thus leading to his fusion with the other migrant workers, who 

distrust one another and therefore travel on their own, and in that way ascribe to Slim‘s social 

Darwinist worldview
41

: ―‘Ain‘t many guys travel around together,‘ […] ‗Maybe ever‘body in the 

whole damn world is scared of each other‘‖ (p.39). This is why the dream is no longer viable with 

Candy. He was taken on board as a financier, not an ideological partner. But with Lennie gone, all that 

is left is the distrust between the workers, since George cannot as easily compel Candy to do his 

bidding in the way he could with Lennie. The sadistic element of George and Lennie‘s relationship 

would be hard to replicate once more, since George is rather scrawny, not to mention that his own 

intelligence, when divorced from Lennie‘s, is quite modest, something of which he himself is aware. 

What is left for him is a life of meaningless and shallow interactions , as he recognizes his 

―admission‖ to migrant workers who just squander their hard-earned cash.  

In sum, the meta-character that drove the narrative has been obliterated with Lennie‘s death, 

and George‘s loss of mental fortitude causes a permanent stupor that is essentially a mental death for 

the surviving half. The elusiveness of the meta-character‘s dreams can already be read in the third 

paragraph of this novella. When describing what is to become the pair‘s sanctum, Steinbeck mentions 

the symbols of the dream farm escaping their grasp: ―On the sand banks the rabbits sat as quietly as 

little gray, sculptured stones. And then from the direction of the state highway came the sound of 

footsteps on crisp sycamore leaves. The rabbits hurried noiselessly for cover‖ (p. 2). Lennie and 

George simply cannot realize their plans, as the world of Of Mice and Men keeps lofty ambitions 

forever out of the reach of its protagonist pair. These characters are doomed to accept the dreariness of 
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their lot as migrant workers, with the only alternative being liberation from this struggle in a sort of 

self-inflicted death, one which is equal parts corporeal, in Lennie, and psychological, in George.  
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3. In Dubious Battle 

3.1. Introduction 

 

Like Of Mice and Men, In Dubious Battle‘s title is derived from a memorable work in the annals of 

English literary history. More specifically, it refers to a passage in John Milton‘s Paradise Lost, in 

which Satan leads his armies against the divine forces of heaven.
42

 ―Innumerable force of Spirits 

armed/ That durst dislike his reign, and me, preferring/ His utmost power with adverse power opposed 

/ In dubious battle on the plains of Heaven/ And shook his throne‖.
43

 While this reference partially 

serves to hint at the coming fierce clash between the migrant workers and those who seek to maintain 

the existing power structure, it also already indicates the potential outcome of this struggle: ―What 

though the field be lost?‖ (p. 531). The rebellious Satan and his infernal minions fail to overthrow 

God‘s dominion, suggesting a similarly unsuccessful fate for the novel‘s strikers. Steinbeck refrains 

from explicitly expounding on the strike‘s aftermath, but given the final developments, it is rather 

plausible that the strike is disbanded, either through the external influence of vigilante and law 

enforcement action, or the crippling effect of internal dissent, or both. This has given rise to fatalistic 

interpretations, such as Morris Dickstein‘s claim that the novel has ―a flavor of fatality, reminiscent of 

some earlier works of literary naturalism‖.
44

 However, the predominant tenor of In Dubious Battle 

differs from the defeatist one in Of Mice and Men, as the final half of the quote from Paradise Lost 

also emphasizes: ―All is not lost – the unconquerable will / And study of revenge, immortal hate / And 

courage never to submit or yield: / And what is else not to be overcome‖ (p. 531). The belligerent and 

defiant tone marks a remarkable shift from George‘s meek acceptance of his bleak fate, showing 

instead a fanatical commitment to the ultimate realization of a cause.  

The prominent male pair of this novel, consisting of Jim Nolan and Mac, is the prime paragon 

of this combative fanaticism, since they are so utterly convinced of the inherent justice of their 
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ideology that they at times display a similar disregard for human life, which they systematically 

attribute to their enemies. What starts out as a clearly distinguished opposition in the characters‘ 

conversation, quickly blurs into a gray zone of questionable morals through their own actions.
45

 

Another shifting element is Jim Nolan‘s fluctuating position with regards to his mentor Mac, changing 

from an enlightened state of submission to his superior expertise that transcends Mac‘s, to ultimately a 

brief relationship between equals. Thus, importantly, this meta-character does not share the static 

nature of that of George and Lennie, nor does it allow itself to be deterred from its goal by the death of 

one of its constituent halves. Instead, such a tragedy is quickly turned into an asset to be used to 

further the dubious battle.  

 

3.2. A dynamic meta-character: awakening 

 

The dynamic nature of the meta-character is already emphasized by the overtone of a fresh start in the 

first chapter of In Dubious Battle. Here, Steinbeck describes the young Jim Nolan and his application 

interview for membership in the organization known as the Party, which is obviously a collective of 

communists, although they never refer to themselves as such.
46

 Jim is preparing himself for his 

imminent enlightenment, which is indicated through symbolic lighting, as David Wyatt points out 
47

, 

as well as through a complete break with his past. Initially, Jim is sitting idly in his dark room, with 

only the faint light of a flickering neon sign illuminating his environment. When he gets up to prepare 

himself for the visit that is about to change the course of his life, he switches on ―the unshaded light‖ 

(p. 533) which reveals the entire room with its unhindered brightness. Likewise, the Party office is 

distinguished by its emission of light in the darkness: ―[O]nly one door in the long hall showed a light 

through its frosted glass‖ (p. 535). The prospect of joining the Party is literally depicted as a beacon of 

light, i.e. knowledge, which will rid Jim of the darkness in his life, representing ignorance and lack of 

purpose. Jim also very explicitly states to Harry Nilson, the Party‘s recruitment officer, that he has 
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severed the ties with his past: ―I feel dead. Everything in the past is gone […] I don‘t want to go back 

to any of it again. I want to be finished with it‖ (pps. 537-538) and ―I feel dead. I thought I might get 

alive again‖ (p. 538). The increased disgruntlement with the course of events in his life has led him to 

abandon a mundane existence in favor of an unknown and potentially dangerous lifestyle, in the hope 

of ushering in a rebirth or resurrection.  

Apart from the death-resurrection metaphor for the radical change in Jim‘s life, a comparison 

with sleep and awakening is also made. His regular civilian life has lulled him into a sleeplike stupor, 

which causes Harry to suspect that Jim is taking mind-numbing substances: ― You act half asleep. You 

don‘t take anything, do you? […] You look half drunk, Jim. What‘s the matter with you?‖ (p. 537). 

Jim explains to Harry his moment of epiphany, when he truly saw the light and decided to serve the 

Party‘s cause. When watching a radical public speaker out of curiosity, he was mistaken for a 

troublemaker by an overzealous member of riot squad, who then sucker-punched him. After regaining 

consciousness, Jim found himself charged with vagrancy, solely on the basis of his presence at the 

meeting. In jail, he had several conversations with Party men during which he came to admire their 

enterprising spirit, and the sense of purpose in their life by striving towards a greater good: 

―Everything‘s been a mess, all my life. Their lives weren‘t messes. They were working toward 

something. I want to work toward something‖ (p. 538). Fortunately for Jim, his unwavering conviction 

and his willingness to commit his life to the Party signal his gradual awakening in the eyes of Harry 

Nilson: ―You‘re waking up, Jim. You‘re looking better‖ (p. 539). A hint of Steinbeck‘s irony can also 

be read into Nilson‘s comment on Jim‘s progress. While the statement mainly refers to Jim‘s general 

dedication to joining the Party and following its ideology, it is specifically uttered after Jim agrees to 

Nilson‘s rather rude suggestion to use his money to provide food for both men. It appears that a part of 

Jim‘s awakening is his compliance to the demands of Party superiors, already indicating the future 

discrepancy between Party rhetoric and actions.  

Unlike George and Lennie‘s partnership, which had its roots in a distant past preceding the 

novella‘s events, Jim Nolan‘s friendship with Mac is only established in the second chapter, and even 

then in a rather rushed fashion. It takes just a handful of pages after their first meeting for Mac to take 
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a liking to young Jim Nolan, during which they type out promotional letters together, have dinner, 

address the letters and mail them. Whilst doing this, they have a conversation about Jim‘s motivation 

and Mac‘s dislike of soldiers who treat civilian conflicts as if it were a genuine war. Mac‘s remark to 

break the ice when they are both carefully eyeing each other, although said in jest, actually holds some 

truth when it comes to explaining their instant sympathy: ―Too bad we‘re not dogs, we could get that 

all over with. We‘d either be friends or fighting by now‖ (pp. 544-545). Jim‘s acquaintance with Mac 

and the others and his subsequent acceptance into the group comes across as just that, a neophyte 

joining the pack and being taken care of by the alpha male. In fact, the dog simile is used by both Jim 

and Mac to describe their interaction later on in the narrative. Mac uses it to clarify the reasoning 

behind his decision to take Jim with him on an assignment in the field: ―I‘ll train you and then you can 

train new men. Kind of like teaching hunting dogs by running them with the old boys, see?‖ (p. 554). 

Once engaged in this field work, Jim feels hampered by Mac‘s overprotective nature to prove his 

worth, and once again a canine comparison is used: ―I‘m just following you around like a little dog (p. 

619). Even after such a short period of time, Jim cannot help but notice Mac‘s de facto leadership over 

the small Party unit, something which Mac is quick to deny, emphasizing instead the use of a 

democratic voting process. However, Jim is not completely convinced by Mac‘s disguise of the truth: 

―Well, anyway, you‘ve got some say, Mac‖ (p. 550). This reluctance to admit his status of leader, or 

alpha male if you will, later returns when Mac is controlling the mob of migrant workers through the 

figure of London, and Doc Burton questions his methods. Mac‘s authority will eventually be 

challenged by Jim who develops a knack of his own to guide the collective into serving Party 

directives, although his ascent in the hierarchy will be abruptly ended by external factors. 

The other two members of the Party unit prefigure the pair of George and Lennie, in that they 

represent a similar dichotomy of brains and brawns. There is the streetwise Dick, whose main task is 

to use his improvisation skills to coax the higher echelons of society out of resources, which are then 

used to support Party activities. On the other end of the spectrum, there is the ―slug-nutty‖ Joy, whose 

biggest accomplishment is his obstinate resistance to the powers that be. His battle scarred body shows 

the marks of his intense and confrontational stance toward law enforcement, which is one of the few 
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things that this dimwitted individual is proud of. Like Lennie, he too is a physically powerful 

simpleton, but his limited intelligence was caused by an external factor, i.e. frequent beatings by 

police, and he is far more prone than Lennie to bouts of aggression. Still, Joy is also quite clearly 

treated as a child by Mac, who is his superior both in intellect and in unofficial rank, when he wants 

Joy to shut up: ―Mac took [Joy] gently by the elbow and led him back to his cot. ‗Here‘s a copy of 

New Masses. You just look at the pictures till I get dinner ready‘‖ (p. 547). The pair of Dick and Joy, 

representing the dichotomy of brains and brawns respectively, does not feature as prominently as in 

that of George and Lennie in Of Mice and Men, but both men eventually do make significant 

contributions to the narrative, especially Joy. Dick arranges the practical affairs of the strike by 

procuring such things as food, medical supplies and tents through his connections with sympathizers. 

He proves to be the most elusive Party member, cunningly deflecting the attention of both vigilantes 

and corrupt officers whilst carrying out his tasks. Besides, even if he were to be caught, he could use 

his persuasive charm and wit to get him out of trouble, as Mac points out to Jim: ―[A]s soon as Dick 

gets picked up he starts calling the cops ‗sir,‘ and they got him sitting in their laps before he gets 

through with them‖ (p. 548). Dick‘s methods contrast with the confrontational attitude and acts of Joy, 

which mimic those of Jim‘s own father. Like Joy, Roy Nolan saw no other option to fight the system 

but to openly challenge its representatives head-on. However, both men‘s violence only begets more 

violence, since they always find their match and receive a tremendous beating, which results in brain 

damage and an enraged desire to repeat the whole process. They are both representatives and agents of 

a pointless physical struggle which serves no other purpose but to send everyone to an untimely grave, 

as they share the similar fate of being shot and killed during a fight for their cause. The difference 

between their deaths is that Joy‘s ―sacrifice‖ plays a pivotal role in uniting and motivating the 

apathetic workers in his vicinity, through Mac‘s careful manipulation , whereas Roy Nolan‘s death 

amounts to nothing at all. The contrast between Dick and Joy also indicates one of Mac‘s many 

questionable ethical judgments. When talking to Jim, he quite clearly implies that intelligent people 

like Dick, who know when to act and when to back down, are more valuable assets than troublemakers 

such as Joy. However, that is not to say that, according to Mac, a person such as Joy is without 

purpose in the struggle of the Party‘s cause. By serving as cannon fodder, these people‘s deaths can 
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sometimes be effective in swaying the larger public opinion of other migrant workers. This is apparent 

in the first thing that Mac says after just witnessing Joy being shot right in front of him: ―He‘s done 

the first real, useful thing in his life‖ (p. 655). 

 

3.3. The dual portrayal of women 

 

It is quite remarkable that the world depicted in In Dubious Battle is on the whole a masculine one, 

where the few minor female characters basically conform to the angel-whore polarity, or the ―duality 

purity/sinfulness‖ as Oana Melnic calls it.
48

 Very few females actually transcend the role of being an 

anonymous extra, as is evident in the small number of women that are named, but even then this is 

often just a reference to their husband‘s name. On the one hand, they represent the docile, nurturing 

housewife who will eventually yield to the unquestioned male authority, as is the case with Dakin‘s 

wife. When Mac, Jim and London wish to have a confidential conversation with Dakin, a friend of 

London and also the leader of another group of migrant workers, Dakin stares his wife into submission 

when she hesitates to carry out his order of leaving the tent with the kids:  

Her face showed her disappointment. Her lips pouted […]. For a moment she looked 

questioningly at her husband, and he stared back with his cold eyes. His long white 

hands twitched at his sides. Suddenly Mrs. Dakin smiled widely. ―You boys stay right 

here an‘ do your talkin‘,‖ she said. (p. 591) 

It is interesting that Steinbeck focuses on Dakin‘s twitching hands, perhaps suggesting that the threat 

of physical force is what Dakin‘s authority is largely based upon. Another example of female 

nurturing and care is the women who are assigned to take care of old Dan with his broken hip, whose 

accident at work ushers in the genesis of the strike. At first an unspecified group of women are 

responsible for him, but later on, when it has become obvious that Dan is on the verge of death, 

London orders his daughter-in-law Lisa to stand by the old man. Initially, she is not too happy to 
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combine this with the care of her baby, plus the smell of a dying human being unnerves her. However, 

a compassionate remark about the moribund man by Jim is enough to make Lisa conform to the 

stereotype of nurturing female identity: ―Something in the words caught at her. Her eyes grew wet 

with tears. ‗I‘ll stay‘‖ (p. 769). Furthermore, she also treats Jim‘s shot wound and she is usually 

depicted as nursing her baby, something which she is particularly fond of as she mentions this 

explicitly to Jim. On the other hand, there are female characters that display elements of a flirtatious 

nature or even outright promiscuity. Although Lisa is a prime example of the docile housewife, as 

previously mentioned and also apparent in her dreams of an ordinary domestic life, she also exhibits 

behavior that contradicts this image. She clearly enjoys Dick‘s greeting, as she actually exposes her 

body more, while nursing, after seeing him come in: ―Her eyes brightened. A spot of red came into her 

cheeks. She drew the piece of blanket coquettishly down around her shoulders‖ (p. 676). This is the 

same woman who just minutes ago quickly covered up her breast when Mac and Jim entered the tent, 

and who does so again when Mac afterwards asks her about the baby. However, this is fairly tame 

compared to the novel‘s most extreme example of unchaste behavior. When walking through the 

camp, Jim encounters a woman who does not bother at all with subtleties or coquettishness, but rather 

bluntly asks him twice to have sex with her, every time with the same invitation: ―Come in quick, kid. 

He‘s gone‖ (p. 757). A man who notices Jim‘s refusal, indicates that this is not an isolated incident 

since the woman causes ―more trouble in this camp ‗n the scabs‖ and she ―[g]ets ever‘body fightin‘‖ 

(p. 758). 

This dual image of women is reinforced by the meta-character, with Mac primarily seeing 

women as objects of lust
49

, while Jim has a more platonic view of the opposite sex. When Doc Burton 

becomes increasingly sullen because he still feels detached from the people that he is helping, despite 

his incessant effort, Mac‘s concludes that he simply is in dire need of a woman: ―[S]omeone that 

would like him for a night; you know, really like him. He needs to feel someone – with his skin. So do 

I‖ (p. 727). He also casually states his disappointment with the women in the camp, saying that he 

―never saw such a bunch of bags‖ with ―the only decent one in the camp [being] thirteen years old‖, 
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concluding that the girl might have ―an eighteen-year-old can‖ (p. 587), but that it is not worth the 

risk. Moments before Jim‘s untimely demise, he mentions to Mac that he feels as if he neglected the 

simpler things of life. To make up for this, he would like to just simply take his time to do something 

as insignificant as watching insects all day. Mac dismisses Jim‘s earnest concern by suggesting the 

similarly blunt solution to Jim‘s problem as he did with Doc Burton, i.e. female intimacy: ―I‘ll take 

you to a flophouse where you can watch all the bugs you want (p. 781). Mac is not the only who 

displays this degrading view of women, limiting them to just the sexual aspect, which mimics the 

migrant workers‘ masculine ideal in Of Mice and Men. Albert Johnson, the driver of the truck that 

carried Joy‘s coffin to the graveyard and transported food back to the camp, complains about the 

frequent mechanical malfunctions of his truck and the subsequent repair costs, preventing him from 

obtaining that which he desires the most: ―When I‘m workin‘ and I get three dollars to the good and I 

get set to look me up a floozy, somethin‘ on this buggy busts and costs three dollars. […] God damn 

truck‘s worse ‗n a wife‖ (p. 712). He retorts Jim‘s statement that in any good system, i.e. a system 

structured on Party ideology, he would be able to own a reliable truck, by emphasizing his actual 

desire: ―In any good system I‘d have a floozy‖ (p. 712).  

Jim confesses to having had a similar attitude, like that of Mac and Albert Johnson, in the past, 

but after maturing, his interaction with women completely changed. Oddly enough, it is the fear of 

being trapped in a mundane existence of trying to provide for a family that has made him avoid sexual 

contact with women: ―Used to be, when I got riled up I‘d go to a cat-house. […] [E]ver since I started 

to grow up I been scared of girls. I guess I was scared I‘d get caught‖ (p. 560). Instead, he substitutes 

traditional family life for a homosocial life in the larger ―family‖ of the Party. This does not mean, 

however, that he avoids contact with women in the novel. On the contrary, he is the only one who 

appears interested enough to have several conversations with Lisa. His yearning for non-sexual 

affection and warmth, though, does get interpreted in a sexual way by Lisa and another anonymous 

woman. Lisa feels uncomfortable when he admits to liking her companionship, even to the point 

where she discourages any form of physical contact: ―He reached out his hand to pat her, but she 

shrank away from him. ‗No‘‖ (p. 769). Likewise, his mesmerized staring at a woman combing her hair 
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is interpreted sexually: ―When Jim walked by she smiled wisely and said, ‗Good morning,‘ and the 

combing didn‘t pause. Jim stopped. ‗No,‘ she said. ‗Only good morning.‘ ‗You make me feel good,‘ 

he said‖ (p. 759). While this at first glance appears like a rather weak attempt at initiating contact, Jim 

explains to Mac that the smiling woman reminded him of the blissful smile of a Mary figure in the 

church, where his mother used to take him. Immediately after this encounter, he runs into the 

promiscuous woman for the second time. Not only is the angel-whore polarity apparent in the behavior 

of the novel‘s female characters, but in this scene both extremes—personifications of the virgin Mary 

and Jezebel—are juxtaposed.
50

 Furthermore, each half of the meta-character‘s view represents one side 

of the dichotomy, with Mac seeing women mostly as objects and Jim placing them on a pedestal. 

There might also be a psychoanalytic element to Jim‘s quest for female affection, as Melnic 

suggests.
51

 Perhaps this could be related to the loss of his mother, but quite frankly such a link is never 

expanded upon by Steinbeck. What is clear, though, is that female characters in In Dubious Battle are 

portrayed in a fairly two-dimensional way. Of Mice and Men only had Curley‘s wife as a coquette; this 

novel has the other side of the spectrum as well, but it is limited to extremes. The only character that 

displays a mixture of both traits, Lisa, is not exactly an improvement, as she remains a naïve character, 

who has no real opinion on the events surrounding the strike. It is not until The Grapes of Wrath that 

Steinbeck depicts a relatively fleshed-out female character, who acts as a proper emotional being with 

both vices and virtues.
52

  

 

3.4. The meta-character’s interaction with migrant workers 

 

Technically speaking, both Jim and Mac are not migrant workers, but through their radical conviction 

they come to both identify with them, as well as distance themselves from the larger group when need 

be. Admittedly, Jim comes from a working class background, as his father worked in a slaughterhouse, 

while his mother was most likely a housewife. However, he is essentially an urban person through and 
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through, having left his home city on only a handful of occasions, which leads to some bizarre scenes, 

such as when Mac has to explain to Jim that wild ducks fly in a V-shape, and teach him what an owl 

sounds like. Although he had limited formal education, he was motivated by a random man whom he 

met in a park to read the works of Plato, Thomas More, Spinoza, Hegel, Kant, Nietzsche and many 

others. Jim‘s father disapproved of his reading because he felt that Jim would ―desert [his] own 

people‖ (p. 538), which is in a sense what has happened before his application to the Party. This 

relatively well-read young man, dressed in his suit and flannel shirt, who has been confined to a single 

city environment for most of his life, has to be taught how to blend in with a group of people who lack 

higher education, and who scour the area in order to sustain themselves. 

As with Mac and Jim‘s almost instantaneous friendship, Jim‘s ―transformation‖ into a migrant 

worker is also one of the novel‘s more mechanical plot elements. All Mac has to do to ensure his 

successful integration is replace Jim‘s suit with some secondhand jeans, and tell him to pick up social 

smoking as an icebreaker. Not once does anyone call him out on his differing values, mores, or even 

his manner of speaking, as one would expect of someone with a previously different lifestyle. One 

redeeming factor, perhaps, is that Jim possesses or learns Mac‘s skill of being a social chameleon. Doc 

Burton, the most perspicacious character in the novel when it comes to scrutinizing other people‘s 

character, points out Mac‘s versatility: ―You‘re a mystery to me. You imitate any speech you‘re taking 

part in. When you‘re with London and Dakin you talk the way they do. You‘re an actor‖ (p. 639). 

When it comes to his background, Mac is indeed quite the mystery. The sole glimpse that he offers 

into his past, indicates that he served in the army during the First World War. Having returned to the 

fatherland, he began working for the Party but faced severe retaliation for his involvement, when he 

suffered what was basically an assassination attempt by a group of ex-servicemen. They knocked him 

unconscious, broke his arm and set fire to his mother‘s house, and had it not been for her intervention, 

he would have not lived to tell the tale. This event is where his fierce dislike for soldiers stems from, 

but apart from this, there are no past events mentioned that indicate a working class background, nor 

give any insight into Mac‘s complex psyche and explain his talent for socializing with, and 

manipulating migrant workers.  
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3.4.1. Old Dan: the defeatist 

The meta-character interacts with the group of genuine migrant workers, both on an individual level 

with representative characters personifying differing attitudes, and on a larger scale with the collective, 

or ―group-man‖ as Doc Burton refers to it. Old Dan is the first noteworthy outsider with whom Jim 

discusses the possibility of a strike, and it is quite clear that this grumpy old man represents the 

defeatist mindset when it comes to bringing about a change in the system. Experience has taught him 

to be wary of radicals and their revolutionary ideals that promise to drastically improve the working 

man‘s powerless situation: 

‗When I was a young man, I used to think somethin‘ could be done, […]I joined 

unions‘, he said. ‗We‘d elect a president and first thing we knowed, he‘d be kissing 

the ass of the superintendent, and then he‘d sell us out. We‘d pay dues, and the 

treasurer‘d run out on us. I don‘t know. Maybe you young squirts can figure 

something out. We done what we could.‘ (p. 581) 

In a way, Dan embodies the hopelessness that George displayed at the end of Of Mice and Men, with 

his overpowering sense of fatality and acceptance of the status quo. Any attempt at challenging the 

current power structures will, in his opinion, only result in a pointless bloodbath, achieving very little 

actual progress: ―They‘ll kill each other off an‘ after they‘re all wore out or dead, it‘ll be the same 

thing over again. […] You young squirts got hopes. […] I got no hope‖ (p. 582). It has to be noted that 

Dan is not merely a meek, submissive character. On the contrary, he takes fierce pride in his work 

experience, having executed dangerous tasks high up in trees, and is too proud to rely on community 

charity to provide an income for himself. Instead, he is still clambering up trees, despite his old age, 

showcasing his skills. But when it comes to social progress, the man is severely disillusioned and 

refuses to believe any longer in lofty ideals. He is the personification of the apathy and pessimism in 

the larger group that Mac and Jim constantly have to stifle. Ironically, it is his accident, caused by 

faulty working equipment, which upsets the migrant workers, thus triggering the strike. Mac, who had 

originally discouraged Jim from talking to Dan because he considered him a lost cause, now sees his 

unfortunate fate as a vital asset, similar to Joy‘s death: ―The old buzzard was worth something after 
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all. […] He tipped the thing off. We can use him now‖ (p. 608). His importance is only temporary, 

though, since he spends the rest of the novel wasting away in a hospital tent, where he is likely to die 

due to a lack of consistent care. Even Jim is slightly guilty of neglecting him, since he promises to get 

Dan some breakfast, but then instantly forgets this as he becomes involved in the strike‘s latest 

development. There is a brief moment in which Dan appears to have abandoned his hopelessness, 

when Jim is trying to soothe the frustrated, bedridden man by claiming that London had acknowledged 

Dan as the real leader. Honored by this statement, he envisions himself at the helm of the group of 

migrant workers, which he intends to lead with an iron fist: ―All the hundreds o‘ years that‘s what the 

workin‘ stiffs needed, a leader. I‘ll lead ‗em through to the light. All they got to do is just what I say. 

[…] When I speak, they got to jump, right now‖ (p. 696). However, it is hard to consider this as a real 

change of heart, since Dan appears to be slightly delirious, as a result of shock or constipation as Doc 

Burton suggests. Even Jim, who would be the first to rejoice at Dan‘s victory over his hopelessness 

and his subsequent conversion to the cause of the Party, suspects that Dan might be going a bit crazy. 

At the end of the novel, Steinbeck leaves no doubt about it that Dan is slowly but surely dying. The 

man who was at the basis of the strike pines away while the strike is unraveling as well, suggesting 

that their fate is symbolically intertwined.  

3.4.2.  Dakin: the realist 

Dakin shares a similar distrust of Mac and Jim‘s rose-colored visions of the future based on their 

ideology, opting instead for a realistic view on the situation at hand. With only Doc Burton topping 

him in terms of perspicacity, Dakin provides a formidable challenge to Mac‘s manipulation, since he 

debates Mac‘s methods quite often with his down-to-earth vision. He meticulously questions Mac‘s 

plans, when Mac, Jim, and London try to win him over to their side. Dakin decides to cooperate with 

Mac, only after realizing that yielding to the pay cut will set a precedent, resulting in pay cuts in other 

sectors as well. This does not mean that Dakin stops distrusting Mac and his methods, however, since 

he refuses to be affiliated with any organization whatsoever. He even shows an understanding for the 

sentiments of the large landowners and businessmen who want to quell any threat to their wealth, 

which is quite unusual since the other characters tend to demonize their opposition: ―If I owned three 

thousand acres of apples, d‘you know what I‘d do? I‘d get behind a bush an‘ when you went by, I‘d 
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blow your God damn head off. It‘d save lots of trouble‖ (p. 594). Although Dakin is not indifferent to 

the misfortune of the other migrant workers, he does attach great value to his own material wellbeing 

and that of his family. The narrator gives the following description of Dakin‘s personality: ―Dakin 

lived in style and traveled in luxury. He had no vices; every cent he or his wife made went to his 

living, to his truck, to providing new equipment for his camp‖ (p. 635). His rational and calm 

approach leads Mac to designate him as the one in charge, since he is thoroughly convinced that the 

―official‖ leader needs to remain calm at all times. His expectation proves to be correct initially, and 

Dakin issues out orders which he believes to be in the best interest of the strikers.  

There is only one problem that Mac failed to anticipate, namely, that Dakin refuses to let 

himself be influenced too much by Mac and his Party program. Furthermore, he is one of the few, 

along with Doc Burton, to see the manipulative heartlessness in exploiting Joy‘s death for political 

gain: ―Pal of yours, and you won‘t let him rest now. You want to use him. You‘re a pair of cold-

blooded bastards‖ (p. 656). This further strengthens Mac in his opinion that making Dakin the leader 

was a mistake, which he first voiced after Dakin stated his distrust of Mac and Jim upon hearing that 

they were not benefitting from the strike in any material way: ―I think Dakin‘s straight, but he isn‘t 

taking orders‖ (p. 648). The only way to get rid of this challenge to their authority is to compel the 

migrant workers to oust Dakin and replace him with the more submissive London, a decision which 

Mac rationalizes to Jim by claiming that Dakin is too caught up in his –relative– wealth. No 

intervention is needed, though, since Dakin disappears from the narrative when he is arrested after 

being attacked by vigilantes. During an ambush, they forced him to watch as they destroyed and 

burned his beloved truck, which enraged him so much that he tried to attack the perpetrators, despite 

being shot in the leg. When officers arrived on the scene, he still had not come back to his senses and 

bit one and held on to him, only to be removed after they stuck ―a screw-driver back in his teeth to pry 

‗im loose‖ (672). Apparently, there was some truth in Mac‘s claim about Dakin‘s attachment to 

material items, as the destruction of his truck proved to be the Achilles heel of this otherwise rational 

individual. Dakin‘s character serves the clear purpose of further undermining both Mac‘s integrity and 

petty tactics, and the Party‘s supposedly noble ideology. A strong believer of the importance of 



45 
 

common sense and individual thinking, he clashes with the radical conviction and insistence on 

assimilation into the collective of the meta-character.  

3.4.3. London: the figurehead 

London is the ideal person for the meta-character when it comes to using migrant workers in order to 

fulfill their goals. The interaction between them prefigures the curious bond between Of Mice and 

Men‘s George and Lennie, although the element of exploitation is a lot more present In Dubious 

Battle. Like Lennie, London is a man of truly impressive physical build and strength, as he 

demonstrates by breaking a man‘s jaw with a single punch, but he does display an average 

intelligence. He is a prime example of the stereotypical representation of the working class through ―a 

hyper-muscular male body‖
53

 as is obvious in his initial description:  

[A] large man stepped out. His shoulders were immense. […] His face was corded 

with muscular wrinkles and his dark eyes were as fierce and red as those of a gorilla. 

A power of authority was about the man. It could be felt that he led men as naturally 

as he breathed. (pp. 572-3) 

Interestingly enough, London‘s knack for leadership never proves to be a problem for Mac and Jim, 

but instead acts as a very useful method of rallying the migrant workers in an indirect way. His natural 

authority does not affect the meta-character, since he almost always remains docile and submissive to 

the orders of Mac and later of Jim as well. There are only two occasions on which he shows an ounce 

of critical thinking, namely when London inquires whether Mac and Jim are ―reds‖, which is also the 

only moment when London displays a hint of anger towards his unofficial leaders, and when he 

wonders whether Mac‘s decision to make a last stand is the right one. But in the end, London always 

yields to what he considers to be the superior decisions and plans of the meta-character. He is the 

exemplar of compliance, and does not even object when Mac usurps a privilege that rightfully 

belonged to London himself. When Dick no longer manages to procure food from sympathizers 

because of a deceptive newspaper article stating that the town council will be feeding the migrant 

workers, he visits the strikers and asks if the strike chairman can write and sign a statement which 
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disproves the article. After London finds something to write on, Mac immediately performs the task 

himself: ―London […] brought out a tablet of paper and a pencil. Mac took them from him and wrote 

out the statement. ‗You write nice,‘ London said admiringly. ‗Huh? Oh, sure. Can I sign it for you, 

London?‘ ‗Sure. Go ahead.‘― (p. 677). This brief scene succinctly summarizes the power dynamics 

between London and Mac. While London is in command in theory, the meta-character has him on a 

string and is able to intervene whenever possible, even right in front of him without him realizing the 

true extent of what is happening. This obliviousness to the malice of others is reminiscent of the 

episode in Of Mice and Men where George ordered Lennie to jump into a river, which almost proved 

to be fatal, yet Lennie still thanked George for saving him despite him being the instigator. In the end, 

London turns out to have been successfully indoctrinated, since he wishes to become a Party member, 

despite having witnessed their dubious strategies and morals firsthand. London is the meta-character‘s 

dream come true: a migrant worker who is easily influenced, uses very little critical thinking, and has 

the utmost faith in his ―advisors‖, who in reality are his masters. 

3.4.4.  Group-man 

In addition to these various representative characters, the actual group of migrant workers itself plays a 

crucial role in the narrative developments in In Dubious Battle. Several vital scenes show the process 

of unification through Mac‘s rhetoric or the sight of violence, but also the process of the collective‘s 

disbandment. Steinbeck uses two metaphors to describe the determined, united mob, namely a 

machine and an enraged wild animal. After London‘s fight with Burke, the crowd is invigorated by the 

sight of the violence, transforming from a ―loose and listless‖ bunch into ―a quick, silent and deadly 

efficient machine. The figures of speech Mac uses to describe the process of riling up the group also 

evoke machine imagery. ―Steaming up‖ might be an informal way of saying that the anger is 

mounting, but the frequency with which it is used suggests that Mac sees the united migrant workers 

as some sort of locomotive which requires the proper amount of steam to get it moving. This is echoed 

when he speaks of regulating the ―temperature‖ of the mob, in order to control them: ―We better get 

movin‘ before these guys cool off‖ (p. 705) and ―If we could turn on the heat like that when we 

wanted it, and turn it off when we were through, we‘d have our God damn revolution tomorrow‖ (p. 

774). Furthermore, the description of the migrant workers breaking through the barricades blocking 
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the roads near their camp is rather machinelike: ―We ironed ‗m out […] We just rolled over ‗em like 

they wasn‘t there‖ (p. 774).  

Unlike the machine metaphor, however, the animalistic imagery is consciously used by Mac 

and Jim to describe the anonymous masses. This mirrors Doc Burton‘s theory of group-man, which 

states that ―[a] man in a group isn‘t himself at all‖ but ―a cell in an organism that isn‘t like him any 

more than the cells in your body are like you‖ (p. 641), a theory on which Steinbeck himself pondered 

at the time.
5455

 Although initially dismissive of such a claim, the meta-character comes to embrace 

Burton‘s thesis of the suppression of individuality and the emergence of a collective identity larger 

than the sum of its parts. Mac gives the following explanation to Jim after hearing about the crowd‘s 

reaction to the fight between London and Burke, successfully ―steaming them up‖ as Mac would put 

it:  

It is a big animal. It‘s different from the men in it. And it‘s stronger than all the men 

put together. It doesn‘t want the same things men want – it‘s like Doc said – […] 

[G]uys that study people always think it‘s men, and it isn‘t men. It‘s a different kind of 

animal. (pp. 772-773) 

This explains the animal-like growling that occurs when the individuals successfully morph into the 

motivated, and dangerous group-man, for example when Dan falls of his ladder, when Mac explains 

the superintendent‘s proposal to bribe London, and when the police demand Joy‘s corpse for the 

coroner. These descriptions contrast with the claims of Bolter, the new president of the Fruit Growers‘ 

Association, i.e. the strikers‘ enemy, who comes to the camp offering a truce: ―I never could see how 

two men could get anything done by growling at each other. […] American working men aren‘t 

animals‖ (p. 717). It seems that Bolter grossly underestimates the lengths to which the cornered 

migrant workers are willing to go, and the ruthlessness of the meta-character which tries to channel the 

collective fury in the direction that it wants. Interestingly enough, in the end the group-man hypothesis 

further emphasizes the meta-character‘s exploitation of the migrant workers, as Warren French points 
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out: ―New structures transcending individuals fail to establish themselves without constant rhetorical 

reinforcement, suggesting that mob action is the creation of the manipulators rather than the 

participants‖.
56

 Indeed, the action of group-man is always preceded by triggers, such as Dan‘s 

accident, the fight between Burke and London, Joy and Jim‘s death, and Joy‘s funeral. 

 

3.5. The meta-character’s transformation: maturation, equality and 

demise 

 

The power dynamics of the meta-character in In Dubious Battle are not set in stone, since Jim Nolan 

briefly develops a conviction which transcends that of Mac in terms of sheer determination and 

fanaticism. This shifting relation between the two men is also the reason why Warren French considers 

In Dubious Battle in essence to be a Bildungsroman about Jim
57

, and why Oana Melnic interprets the 

novel, using Joseph Campbell‘s writings as a basis, as Jim‘s initiation journey into the status of a 

hero
58

. As previously mentioned when discussing the dog metaphor, Jim is assigned as an understudy 

to Mac, who is an old hand when it comes to fieldwork. Jim observes Mac‘s methods of gaining the 

confidence of others and exerting influence on them indirectly, but after a while his own passivity 

starts to grate on his nerves. Mac refuses to give in to Jim‘s requests for action, and instead encourages 

him to focus on his ―training‖. Mac shows him his cold, compassionless side which he uses not to win 

this particular strike, but to execute his main plan of teaching migrant workers how to bond and stand 

up against their oppressors. To him, emotions only get in the way of obtaining maximum efficiency. 

He deliberately decides to help Lisa during labor, despite not knowing anything about delivering 

babies, in order to gain London‘s confidence: ―Course it was nice to help the girl, but hell, even if it 

killed her – we‘ve got to use anything‖ (p. 576). This creed of the end justifying the means, which 

explains his disregard for human life, returns time and again in his reasoning, e.g. when old Dan has 

his accident, and when Joy is shot by vigilantes.
59

 This behavior is even further emphasized by Mac‘s 
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act of opening Joy‘s casket, to check whether he looks mangled enough to enrage the masses, as well 

as his frequent wishes for strong resistance from the opposition, in order to strengthen the bonds 

between the migrant workers. 

However, throughout the narrative, certain cracks in Mac‘s emotionless exterior begin to 

show, whereas Jim starts to pick up Mac‘s old ways. Mac gradually confesses his sentimental 

attachment to Jim: ―[Y]ou keep me from being scared. […] I‘m scared something might happen to 

you. […] I‘m getting to depend on you‖ (p. 644), ―You give me strength‖ (p 649),‖Every time I get 

low you steam me up‖ (p. 755). He even displays a faint sign of remorse after finding out that 

vigilantes assaulted Al and burned down his business, because of his affiliation with the migrant 

workers. This process of Mac becoming more susceptible to emotion – Jim claims that Mac is ―getting 

just like an old woman‖ (p.673)– is counteracted in the meta-character by Jim‘s more callous approach 

to the strike, always focusing on the bigger picture, culminating in his trance of clear vision where he 

bosses Mac and London around. Jim has to comfort Mac and help him to get back on the right track 

when he is in danger of deviating from their outlined plan, by for instance assuring him that a cornered 

migrant worker is more likely to put up a better fight. Mac, in his turn, frequently comments on this 

remarkable progress made by his pupil, whom he both learns to admire as well as fear. As Warren 

French points out, Jim is ―on a crash course‖ of going through a ―process of maturing [which] usually 

takes years‖.
60

 Jim‘s coldblooded composure reaches a feverish pitch after watching Mac beat up a 

captured boy to deter future vigilante actions. Jim becomes completely devoid of emotion, and 

transforms into a paragon of radical fanaticism, determined to jumpstart the strike by opting for the 

offensive. Mac utters his awe for this newfound and unwavering focus of Jim, in a scene which 

appears to be a symbolic exchange of command: ―You‘re getting beyond me, Jim. I‘m getting scared 

of you. I‘ve seen men like you before. I‘m scared of ‗em. Jesus, Jim, I can see you changing every 

day. I know you‘re right‖ (p. 740). Jim is all too aware of his budding power and the fierceness of his 

conviction: ― I‘m stronger than you, Mac. I‘m stronger than anything in the world, because I‘m going 

in a straight line. […] I wanted to be used. Now I‘ll use you, Mac. I‘ll use myself and you‖ (p. 740). 
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During this moment of inspiration, Jim asserts himself as the alpha male by emanating an 

overpowering authority, allowing him to command both Mac and London. However, Jim‘s dictatorial 

inspiration proves to be fleeting, since he collapses after having given his orders. 

This brief but radical shift in power dynamics, which rendered Jim the dominant one in their 

partnership, is reverted during the final two chapters, resulting in a more complex balance of power 

between Mac and Jim. Critics such as Cerce
61

 tend to overlook this aftermath, seeing Jim‘s inspiration 

as the final step in his evolution as a character. However, after an invigorating rest, Jim is back up on 

his feet, and he is no longer solely intent on being at the top of the command chain. He seemingly 

treats Mac and London in a similar way as before the ‗incident‘, no longer considering absolute 

control of the strike his prerogative. When talking to a random migrant worker, he indicates that 

London is responsible for the direction that the strike takes, which is quite contrary to his claim during 

his inspired moment that London would act as the link between his commands and the crowd: ―‘We‘re 

–‗ and then he remembered. ‗Damn‘ if I know. I guess London‘ll tell us when he gets ready‘‖ (p. 759). 

However, that is not to say that Jim has become the submissive understudy again. On the contrary, he 

still retains a clear instinctive vision of how to further conduct the strike in order to serve the Party‘s 

best interests. After the fight between London and Burke, he gives clues by hand signals to the stunned 

London, telling him to use the opportunity to incite the crowd to charge the police barricades. With 

regards to Mac, Jim stops being servile by not blindly following orders anymore, instead choosing to 

apply some critical thinking in contemplating the reasoning behind these orders. Using the dog 

metaphor, it can be said that Jim has outgrown his status of the pack‘s neophyte, and that he has 

worked his way up the echelons of the pecking order, thus precipitating changes in the hierarchy. Mac 

even admits that during the strike Jim has proven to be a much more valuable asset to the Party than he 

could ever be, and he therefore urges Jim to leave the strike before the inevitable physical 

confrontation with the law enforcement. Jim, who suspects a violation of Mac‘s own creed, ―[t]here‘s 

no such things as personal feelings in this crowd‖ (p. 686), defies Mac‘s request and emphasizes his 

determination to stay with the strike until the very end. After an alternating extreme imbalance of 
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power, both halves of the meta-character now have become more or less equals with a mind of their 

own. Whereas Mac still continues to see the migrant workers as cannon fodder who need to be ordered 

by Party men operating behind the scenes and preferably out of harm‘s way, Jim feels a more intimate 

bond with the people around him, and he is prepared to put his life on the line along with theirs if 

necessary. This difference in opinion about how to best serve the cause is illustrated in the following 

conversation between Mac and Jim: 

‗Maybe somebody else‘ll spill a little blood for the cause.‘ […] ‗Mac, if blood‘s all we 

need, I could pull off this bandage and start the hole bleeding.‘ […] ‗No, Jim, you‘re 

more use to the cause than a hundred of these guys.‘ (p. 777) 

Both views foreshadow the novel‘s ending, in which Steinbeck has Jim and Mac carrying out their 

differing roles. 

While In Dubious Battle‟s ending involves the recurring theme of the death of one member of 

the male pair, which is also present in Of Mice and Men and The Grapes of Wrath, it deviates from 

these narratives in that the casualty is the character whose process of maturation has been described in 

detail. Jim‘s awakening in the novel has been twofold, comprising either his education or 

indoctrination –depending on the point of view– in the rhetoric of the Party, as well as his renewed 

interest in life and all of its facets. His hope of ―get[ting] alive again‖ (p. 538) has been realized, but 

his awareness of his own mental resurrection only develops moments before his impending physical 

death. This all occurs during what is likely the last moment of the strike, as the sheriff has ordered the 

migrant workers to disband and displace by the next morning. Failure to comply will result in a 

massive display of force by law enforcement to forcibly remove the disobedient strikers. The sudden 

drastic decision to set an ultimatum was brought about by the request of Anderson, the proprietor of 

the land on which the migrant workers are camping. After having his barn containing all produce 

burned as well as losing his beloved dogs, and after having vigilantes attacking his son and burning 

down his lunch wagon, he is fed up with the migrant workers‘ presence, which indirectly lead to all 
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this misfortune. Furthermore, the support for the strike amongst the migrant workers has waned, and 

they decide to have a vote on whether to continue the struggle or to cease their activities.  

All signs indicate that the strike is on the brink of being a lost cause. Mac has one more trump 

card left up his sleeve to get the migrant workers to make a last stand, in the form of Jim‘s newfound 

oratory skills. Jim is absolutely delighted with being granted the opportunity to inspire and lead the 

migrant workers: ―‘You‘re damn right I can do it. I‘m near choking, but I can do it.‘ His face was 

transfigured. A furious light of energy seemed to shine from it‖ (p. 791). Whether or not this energy 

indicates another moment of inspiration is left unclear, but this sudden burst of enthusiasm does not 

match Jim‘s calm, collected demeanor during his previous moment of inspiration, when he essentially 

became a more extreme version of Mac. Jim‘s intentions remain a mystery, as both he and Mac are 

lured into an ambush by a boy who claims to have found Doc Burton, who had been missing for some 

time. Once out in the open, the men try to keep up with the boy, until two shots illuminate the pitch-

blackness. Mac is unscathed, but Jim was struck right in the face by the shotgun shell, and is killed 

instantly. While Mac is obviously disturbed by the sight of his companion‘s corpse, he differs from Of 

Mice and Men‘s distraught George in that he quickly snaps back to his senses, and manages to find the 

willpower to use Jim‘s body in order to rally the migrant workers one final time. One very similar 

aspect to Of Mice and Men is the foreshadowing of the dramatic death at the ending through a similar 

death about halfway into the narrative. As was the case with Joy‘s death, the culprits of Jim‘s murder 

remain unknown. Likewise, Jim too acts as the focal point of Mac‘s speech to the migrant workers , 

which even uses the same line: ―He didn‘t want nothing for himself‖ (p. 703 & p. 793). This suggests 

a cyclical aspect in Mac‘s behavior and actions, which contrasts with Jim‘s rapid maturation during 

the strike. Instead of getting a leader who was willing to stand by them in the heat of battle, the 

workers are left with a man who has no qualms with sacrificing them in order to serve the Party‘s 

cause. Under Mac‘s leadership, the dubious battle will rage on to the bitter end. 
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4. The Grapes of Wrath 

4.1. Introduction 

 

As was the case with In Dubious Battle and Of Mice and Men, the title of The Grapes of Wrath, 

Steinbeck‘s most famous and arguably best novel, was derived from an already well-known source. 

His wife at that time, Carol Henning, had picked part of a line from the ―Battle Hymn of the Republic‖ 

by Julia Ward Howe, which pleased both Steinbeck as well as his entourage.
62

 For Steinbeck, the title 

served two purposes, namely reflecting the tone of the narrative: ―I like it because it is a march and 

this book is a kind of march‖, and firmly situating the novel‘s message in an American context.
63

 After 

the debate about Steinbeck‘s link to Marxist ideology following the publication of In Dubious Battle
64

, 

Steinbeck‘s editor Pascal Covici assumed that the inclusion of the entire lyrics to the ―Battle Hymn of 

the Republic‖, on which Steinbeck had insisted, would preemptively counter a similar controversy, 

which eventually turned out to be false hope.
65

 The creative process that in the end would result in the 

novel The Grapes of Wrath was a long and difficult one. Steinbeck‘s sincere commitment to 

portraying the plight of Dust Bowl migrants in California was evident in his decisions to abandon 

previous attempts at a novel on the subject, The Oklahomans and L‟Affaire Lettuceberg, because they 

failed to encapsulate his goal of ―making people understand each other‖.
66

 His dedication was fueled 

by his personal experience of the shocking living and working conditions of these migrant workers. 

Together with Tom Collins, a government camp manager, he traveled across the state and worked 

alongside of these displaced people in order to gain an insight into their lifestyle, their drive, and their 

resilience.
67

 The outrage he had felt when seeing such abject poverty was skillfully translated in The 

Grapes of Wrath, which depicts the struggles of the Joad family, Oklahoman farmers who are forced 

into a migratory existence due to drought and dust storms. They are but one of the many thousands of 

families which head West in their quest for a better tomorrow. The massive scale of this migration is 
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portrayed in the so-called intercalary chapters or interchapters, in which Steinbeck places the Joads‘ 

experiences into perspective by focusing on anonymous migrant workers who endure similar 

hardships. In doing so, Steinbeck successfully combines the narrative points of view used in Of Mice 

and Men and In Dubious Battle, thus keeping a balance between the microcosm and macrocosm. In 

addition to the magnified scope of The Grapes of Wrath, the novel differs from Steinbeck‘s previous 

two works in terms of its hopeful message through ―the education of the heart‖, as Warren French 

called it, of several crucial characters, most notably the meta-character of ex-preacher Jim Casy and 

ex-convict Tom Joad.
68

 The dehumanization, the exploitation and general injustice the migrant 

workers encounter in California, which turns out to be more of a nightmare instead of the dream that 

they had cherished, causes them to realize the necessity of community. This process of unification is 

achieved mainly through the actions of the migrant workers themselves, as opposed to the artificial 

unity brought about by the interventions of manipulative leaders as in In Dubious Battle. The hopeful 

tone is reflected in the meta-character‘s relationship. Instead of the static hierarchy between George 

and Lennie, or the changing, but still fairly hierarchical interaction between Jim and Mac, Casy and 

Tom are not all that dependent upon each other. Whereas the male pairs featured prominently in the 

previous novels, the partnership of Casy and Tom is broken up quite early in the narrative, which then 

focuses more on the mother-son relationship between Tom and Ma Joad. Ma‘s role also marks a 

departure from In Dubious Battle and Of Mice and Men, in that a female character is given a voice and 

quite a significant say in the novel‘s events. Whether or not she is actually a fully fleshed out woman 

or a more stereotypical idealization is debatable, but her character is certainly an improvement over 

the coquettish Curley‘s wife, and the forgettable female extras in In Dubious Battle. Not only women, 

but migrant workers in general are given a voice by Steinbeck, who combined narrative techniques in 

order to avoid both a too general, almost statistical, account as well as an overdose of sentimentality.
69

 

The Grapes of Wrath is an epic work both in terms of the subject matter, as well as the extraordinary 

effort Steinbeck invests in the project.  
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4.2. The meta-character’s past: old habits and new beginnings 

 

In the beginning of the novel, both Tom Joad and Jim Casy are introduced as men who find 

themselves in a new phase of their lives, but with rather different attitudes towards their past. Tom, 

who has served a four-year prison sentence in McAlester penitentiary, is released on parole and is 

trying to make his way back home in the blistering heat. Steinbeck characterizes him as an outspoken 

man, who is fairly unaffected by the murder that lead to his incarceration. During a dance, he was 

assaulted with a knife by Herbert Turnbull, for reasons unknown, although their inebriated state was 

possibly a large contributing factor. In self-defense, Tom grabbed a shovel and ―[k]nocked his head 

plumb to squash‖.
70

 He makes no secret of his past, as is evident when he willingly mentions both his 

prison sentence and his crime to his first two conversation partners, namely a truck driver and Jim 

Casy. He also repeatedly states his lack of shame or remorse for the whole affair to both Casy and 

Muley Graves, an old acquaintance who wanders around the evicted farms because he refuses to give 

in to the demands of landowners. Unlike Jim Nolan in In Dubious Battle, and Casy later on in the 

narrative, Tom never experienced a moment of epiphany in prison, nor did he develop the slightest bit 

of guilt, something which he is in fact aware of:  

The thing that give me the mos‘ trouble was, it didn‘ make no sense. […] [W]hen a 

bunch of men take an‘ lock you up four years, it ought to have some meaning. Men is 

supposed to think things out. […] [B]ut if Herb or anybody else come for me, I‘d do 

her again. Do her again before I could figure her out. […] That sort of senselessness 

kind a worries a man. (p. 57) 

Casy, however, has an acute awareness of his wrongdoings in the past. He was particularly troubled by 

the conflicting aspects of his religious calling on the one hand, and his basic human nature on the 

other. Through his position as a preacher, he abused his power by taking advantage of girls after 
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having worked them into a religious frenzy. This frequent occurrence of ―sin‖ during what was 

supposed to be a holy moment, led him to question the very essence of his religious beliefs: ―Maybe it 

ain‘t a sin. Maybe it‘s just the way folks is. […] The hell with it! There ain‘t no sin and there ain‘t no 

virtue. There‘s just stuff people do‖ (p. 25). By quitting his function as a preacher, he relinquishes his 

power over his congregation, which allowed him to ―get the people jumpin‘ an‘ talkin‘ in tongues, an‘ 

glory-shoutin‘ till they just fell down an‘ passed out‖ (p. 24), a power which is reminiscent of Mac‘s 

use of rhetoric to transform the crowd into group-man in In Dubious Battle. Casy‘s reflection on his 

shame results in the genesis of his new anthropocentric creed, resembling aspects of Emerson‘s 

concept of the oversoul.
71

 This allows Casy to reach a level of heartfelt care and genuine compassion 

for the people, something which Mac also proclaimed to have attained, but which he rarely 

demonstrates in his actions and thought process. Casy explains this insight caused by the shift in his 

spiritual worldview to Tom: 

An‘ I says, ‗Don‘t you love Jesus?‘ Well, I thought an‘ thought, an‘ finally I says, ‗No, 

I don‘t know nobody name‘ Jesus. I know a bunch of stories, but I only love people. 

An‘ sometimes I love ‗em fit to bust, an‘ I want to make ‗em happy, so I been 

preachin‘ somepin I thought would make ‗em happy. […] I figgered about the Holy 

Sperit and the Jesus road. I figgered, ‗Why do we got to hang it on God or Jesus? 

Maybe, ‗I figgered, ‗maybe it‘s all men an‘ all women we love; maybe that‘s the Holy 

Sperit – the human sperit – the whole shebang. Maybe all men got one big soul 

ever‘body‘s a part of‘. (p. 26) 

Both these dynamic characters are survivors through and through, a skill that comes in handy in their 

rapidly changing world fraught with people who are more than willing to exploit them. Tom relies on 

his prison mentality of taking one day at the time: ―I‘m just tryin‘ to get along without shovin‘ nobody 

around‖ (p. 11), and ―How‘d I know? I‘m jus‘ puttin‘ one foot in front a the other ― (p. 180). Casy 

                                                           
71

 R.W.B. Lewis, ―The Picaresque Saint,‖ Twentieth Century Interpretations: The Grapes of Wrath, ed. Robert 

Con Davis (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1982), 144-149. 



57 
 

finds his inner strength in his newfound creed, which focuses on the common man, instead of 

traditional religion. 

 

4.3. The Joad men: a motley crew contrasting the genesis of an altruistic 

alternative 

 

The Joad men, like the mob in In Dubious Battle and to a lesser extent the ranch workers in Of Mice 

and Men, consist of characters with differing approaches to life and the hardships with which they are 

confronted. Before their departure to California, the family holds a meeting, symbolically near the 

truck, ―the new hearth, the living center of the family‖ (p. 104). Steinbeck clearly depicts them in 

almost tribal, androcentric hierarchy with the men forming the inner circle arranged around Grampa 

Joad who is sitting on his throne, the truck.
72

 Grampa is a walking stereotype, ―[f]ull a piss an‘ 

vinegar‖ (p. 83), with ―[a] cantankerous, complaining, mischievous, laughing face‖ (p. 81). His 

character combines aspects of the senior male characters in the two previous novels. He shares the 

fighting spirit and bluntness of old Dan in In Dubious Battle. Like Dan, he is convinced that he is just 

as capable, if not more, than the younger generations. For instance, he wants the responsibility of 

driving the truck. He praises stereotypically male qualities in his grandsons, e.g. Al Joad‘s lust and 

obsession with the opposite sex, and Tom‘s fighting prowess, since Grampa erroneously believes that 

Tom escaped from prison. However, despite Grampa‘s conviction, he is also emasculated just like 

Candy in Of Mice and Men. On several occasions, Steinbeck shows him struggling with the simple 

task of buttoning up his fly and shirt. He is infantilized by Ma Joad, who buttons his underwear and 

shirt for him, despite his reluctance. During the description of the meeting, Grampa‘s function is 

succinctly summarized: ―Grampa was still the titular head, but he no longer ruled. His position was 

honorary and a matter of custom. But he did have the right of first comment, no matter how silly his 

old mind might be‖ (p. 105). 
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The men of the middle generation, Pa Joad and Uncle John, might be in better health than 

Grampa, but their authority is similarly theoretical rather than actually applied in practice. Pa Joad, 

who is ostensibly the de facto leader of the family, epitomizes male impotence. In pivotal decisions, he 

always finds himself yielding to Ma Joad‘s choice. Although he verbally asserts his leadership, he 

never actually realizes his claims of using physical force to discipline his wife. This marital 

relationship is quite different from that of Dakin in In Dubious Battle, or Curley in Of Mice and Men. 

Both these men kept their reluctant wives under their strict control. Pa Joad‘s final significant act in 

the novel, the construction of an embankment to counter the flood, is noble in intent, but ultimately 

fails, thus emphasizing once again his powerlessness in the new environment. Pa‘s brother, Uncle 

John, technically also has a say in the family‘s business, but he rarely tries to exert his authority. John 

is a troubled man with a schizophrenic personality and an obsession with the notion of sin. His issues 

are the result of his pregnant wife‘s tragic death. Unlike Pa Joad, John did have complete control over 

his wife, which unfortunately led to dire consequences. When his wife, who complained of a 

stomachache, asked John to get a doctor, he refused and told her to take some painkillers. His wife‘s 

complaints proved to be serious, since she died the next day from a burst appendix. Ever since that 

day, John has led a dual existence in which he tries to repent for what he considers his sin. On the one 

hand, he lives ascetically and lonely, whilst carrying out random acts of charity, as Tom mentions to 

Casy: ―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‘ he still ain‘t very happy‖ (p. 72). On the 

other hand, his generous celibacy is alternated by bouts of extreme, selfish indulgence:  

But underneath, his appetites swelled into pressures until they broke through. Then he 

would eat of some craved food until he was sick; or he would drink jake or whisky 

until he was a shaken paralytic with red wet eyes; or he would raven with lust for 

some whore in Sallisaw. […] But when one of his appetites was sated, he was sad and 

ashamed and lonely again. (p. 100) 
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This self-destructive attitude is emphasized in an anecdote by Tom, and by John‘s behavior when the 

family is staying in their first Hooverville. Tom explains John‘s peculiar nature to Casy by telling him 

about how he kept eating pork, despite throwing up from indigestion. Later on in the narrative, Uncle 

John feels the need to get drunk, despite the family‘s limited budget. Although he uses money that he 

has saved himself, and even gives most of it to Ma and Pa Joad, it is still a rather unnecessary expense, 

especially since the Joads are forced to make the most of every dollar at that time. John‘s excesses are 

similar to George‘s idea of the Lennie-free easy life in Of Mice and Men–the only thing missing in 

terms of John‘s vices is gambling. Uncle John‘s inability to find any satisfaction in this type of 

debauchery reiterates a lesson George also learns in the end, namely that this ostensibly easy life will 

offer no solace whatsoever.  

Apart from Tom, the youngest generation of the Joad men consists of two extreme approaches 

to modern life, which do not incorporate the emergent altruism of Casy‘s message. Noah, the oldest, is 

an enigmatic, and quite frankly, barely noticeable character. Noah is somewhat similar to Of Mice and 

Men‘s Lennie, in terms of unusual behavior and appearance:  

[Noah] had never been angry in his life. […] Noah moved slowly, spoke seldom, and 

then so slowly that people who did not know him often thought him stupid. He was 

not stupid, but he was strange. He had little pride, no sexual urges. […] Although an 

observer could not have told why, Noah left the impression of being misshapen‖ 

(p.82). 

Furthermore, he is reminiscent of the concept of the noble savage, just like Lennie.
73

 But whereas 

Lennie never realizes his plan of returning to nature, by going off into the hills and living in a cave, as 

he occasionally mentions to George, Noah does abandon his family to stay at the Colorado river. He 

foreshadows his departure as soon as he bathes in the river with the rest of the Joad men: ―Like to jus‘ 

stay here. Like to lay here forever. Never get hungry an‘ never get sad. Lay in the water all life long‖ 

(p. 213). Just moments later, Noah has made his mind up and informs Tom of his decision to 

permanently live near the river. He explains that he has never felt himself to be truly loved, since most 
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people treat him nicely because they assume he is a simpleton. In addition to that, he exhibits a 

strange, almost mystical attraction to the river: ―I was in that there water. An‘ I ain‘t a-gonna leave 

her. I‘m a-gonna go now, Tom –down the river. I‘ll catch fish an‘ stuff, but I can‘t leave her. I can‘t‖ 

(p. 218). Surprisingly, Tom makes very little effort to stop his brother from leaving, and when he 

informs his parents of Noah‘s departure, they take the news relatively well. As if Noah‘s role in the 

novel were not limited enough, he is even less noteworthy in John Ford‘s 1940 movie adaptation of 

the novel, in which Noah simply vanishes after the brief rest at the Colorado river.
74

 He is also often 

overlooked in or deemed unimportant in critical analyses. Louis Owens interprets Noah‘s departure as 

Steinbeck‘s symbol of the impossibility of starting anew, freed from the hardships that plagued the 

Joads.
75

 In Carrol Britch‘s and Cliff Lewis‘s study of the Joad family, Noah is considered to be 

―Steinbeck‘s boldest example of the self-involved and self-contained ‗I‘‖ and ―the total opposite of his 

brother Tom‖.
76

 His sudden, abrupt departure certainly stands in stark contrast to the meta-character‘s 

developing message of unity. But, while he is undoubtedly a selfish character, I would argue that 

Connie Rivers, Rosasharn‘s husband who abandons his pregnant wife, is a better candidate for the title 

of the most self-involved character (cf. infra). 

Whereas the asexual Noah needs nothing but nature to support him, the oversexed teenager Al 

frequently expresses his desire to abandon his family‘s agricultural lifestyle in favor of his greatest 

passion, fixing cars. Al is a pure product of the mass production era, in which the importance of 

technological knowledge greatly outweighs that of traditional farming. Despite his young age, Al 

compels admiration from the family with regards to operating and maintaining machinery: 

―[E]veryone respected him and his responsibility. Even Pa, who was the leader, would hold a wrench 

and take orders from Al‖ (p. 101). This results in what appears to be a rite of passage, during the 

family‘s tribal-like meeting before their departure to California. Because the older men relied on Al to 

purchase a decent, sturdy truck for their journey, they admit him into their circle of adulthood: ―This 
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was Al‘s first participation in the conference. Always he had stood behind with the women before‖ (p. 

105). Had it not been for his knowhow, the Joads would have surely been swindled out of their hard-

earned money by the ruthless used car salesmen, whose deceitful tactics Steinbeck depicts in the 

interchapter, chapter seven.  

Al often displays an individualistic mindset which mimics that of the tractor drivers, who 

value their own wellbeing over the basic needs of their fellow man. For instance, like Uncle John, he 

too has secretly saved money to waste it on nonessential items, such as alcohol. When he offers Tom 

the opportunity to go on a drinking spree, Tom wisely advises him to keep the money until the family 

has successfully managed to settle down. Furthermore, Al contemplates severing his ties with his 

family for his own benefit: ―I think I‘ll go if the res‘ goes or not. I‘ll hitch there. […] I‘d come back 

with my jeans plumb fulla jack.‖ (p. 273) and ―I‘m goin‘ out on my own purty soon. Fella can make 

his way lot easier if he ain‘t got a fambly‖ (p. 378). In the end, Al goes his separate ways, since he 

chooses to stay with Aggie Wainwright, the youngest girl of the family with which the Joads are 

sharing a boxcar. On the whole, Al is not affected by Casy‘s new gospel, since he still remains rather 

individualistic. While there has been a slight improvement, in that he is now also caring for a family –

as in the Wainwrights, not the Joads–, he is not concerned with the fate of anyone outside that social 

unit. He does not share the same understanding as his mother, who eventually learns the necessity of 

helping each other, regardless of kinship or not: ―Use‘ ta be the fambly was fust. It ain‘t so now. It‘s 

anybody. Worse off we get, the more we got to do‖ (p. 466). This is why he tells Pa Joad that he has to 

stay together with the Wainwrights, even if this means that the Joads would then be without a driver 

for their truck, since Tom, the only other Joad who knew how to drive, has already gone into hiding. 

Even the platform that Al designs to combat the flood cannot be seen as a purely altruistic act. Its 

benefit for the Joads can be seen as a side effect of Al‘s intent to help the Wainwrights, seeing as the 

two families share a boxcar. The only moment when Al is prepared to still stand by his ‗original‘ 

family, is when a man is looking to start an argument with Pa, because he is angry due to the 

consequences of Pa Joad‘s failed plan. This testosterone-fueled moment indicates that he still feels 

somewhat of a connection with the Joads in a stereotypically male matter, i.e. the defense against 
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possible outside attackers. However, when it comes to long-term care, he is only focused on his own, 

new family. His departure is emphasized in the final scene, when Al does not accompany the 

diminished Joad family to take shelter in the barn, but instead stays with Aggie in the boxcar.  

Whereas Noah personifies a hopelessly romantic lifestyle which has become obsolete in this 

rapidly changing society, Al‘s approach is more likely to sustain himself and his future wife. However, 

his attitude is essentially no better than that of Joe Davis‘s son, the tractor driver who justifies his 

actions by focusing solely on the wellbeing of his family: ―Get your three dollars a day, feed your 

kids. You got no call to worry about anybody‘s kids but your own‖ (p.40). If he were to realize his 

plans, it would be by betraying and abandoning his roots. If he embraces the ideals of a society which 

exploits his own people and keeps it in poverty due to the rampant individualism, Al would become 

one of the people against whom Steinbeck rails in the interchapters. If we are to interpret the twelve 

characters accompanying Casy as the twelve apostles, Al certainly is a strong contender for the role of 

Judas, along with Connie Rivers, whom Louis Owens considered the prime traitor.
77

 

 

4.4. The Grapes of Wrath’s female migrant workers: maturation at last? 

 

The principal women of the Joad family, Ma Joad and Rosasharn, receive their fair share of attention 

and go through character development, unlike the female characters in Steinbeck‘s other two migrant 

worker novels. However, the same cannot be said of the ancillary female characters, young Ruthie and 

Granma Joad. Ruthie‘s role is fairly limited and displays little to no progress. To a large extent, she 

seems to be detached from the tragic events, focusing mainly on teasing her younger brother, 

Winfield. Her main role in the narrative is to blurt out Tom‘s murder and forced hiding, whilst 

boasting in a fight with another girl. This leads to Tom‘s final departure, in order to ensure his own 

safety and that of his family. Her final act, a fight with her brother over a flower she found, shows no 

indication of the altruism which Casy‘s message inspires in other family members. Louis Owens 
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interprets this scene as Steinbeck‘s way of countering sentimentalism and preparing the reader for the 

ending.
78

 Perhaps a change of heart of the children would indeed have been too mechanical.  

 Granma, like her cantankerous husband, is mainly portrayed as a two-dimensional character. 

She represents the unquestioning Christian, whose belief is more inspired by tradition and conformity, 

rather than actual spiritual sentiments. When Casy hesitatingly says grace, due to Granma‘s request, 

she is not concerned with the actual content: ―‘A-men,‘ Granma bleated. So many years she had timed 

her responses to the pauses. And it was so many years since she had listened to or wondered at the 

words used‖ (p. 85). Her rocking back and forth ―trying to catch hold of an ecstacy‖(p. 85) is eerily 

reminiscent of the mob allowing itself to be manipulated by rhetoric in In Dubious Battle. This 

reference to Granma‘s susceptibility to group-man behavior is not an isolated incident. During their 

stop at the Colorado river, when Granma‘s health is slowly deteriorating, a woman and her group 

decide to hold a prayer for her. Despite being sickly and barely conscious, Granma responds to the 

group‘s animalistic frenzy: ―[O]nly the feral howling came from the tent, and with it a thudding sound 

on the earth. […] And Granma whined with the whining in the distance‖ (p. 221).  

If Al is the bank viewpoint within the family
79

, then Granma represent the religious 

fundamentalist viewpoint, which divides the world into the chosen few and the damned sinners. This 

contrasts heavily with Casy‘s new gospel, which preaches the unification of all men. In addition to 

this, Granma‘s character serves two more functions through her death. Like Grampa‘s demise, it 

demonstrates the heavy toll the uprooting and the displacement takes on these people.
80

 Furthermore, 

the tragic event helps to emphasize the emotional strength of Ma Joad. 

4.4.1. Ma Joad: Steinbeck’s pinnacle of womanhood in the three migrant worker 

novels 

Ma Joad‘s role in the The Grapes of Wrath is hugely important, since she does everything within her 

power to hold the family together, and eventually learns to extend that altruism beyond the realm of 

the family. Ma Joad‘s strength is no secret, as is evident in her introduction in the narrative:  
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Her hazel eyes seemed to have experienced all possible tragedy and to have mounted 

pain and suffering like steps into a high calm and a superhuman understanding. She 

seemed to know, to accept, to welcome her position, the citadel of the family, the 

strong place that could not be taken. […] Imperturbability could be depended upon. 

[…] From her position as healer, her hands had grown sure and cool and quiet; from 

her position as arbiter she had become as remote and faultless in judgment as a 

goddess. 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. (pp. 77-78). 

Ma Joad displays a peculiar perspicacity and an innate sense of charity, which is at first limited to her 

family but which gradually increases in scope. Prior to any interaction with Casy, she suggests the 

possibility of organization, indicating that she is anything but a submissive, naïve housewife, such as 

Lisa in In Dubious Battle: ―I got to thinkin‘ an‘ dreamin‘ an‘ wonderin‘. They say there‘s a hun‘erd 

thousand of us shoved out. If we was all mad the same way, Tommy – they wouldn‘t hunt nobody 

down –― (p. 80). Moreover, she is the only person who actually pays attention to and understands 

Casy‘s grace, which emphasizes the holiness of mankind‘s unity. After his speech, Ma studies Casy 

with a ―questioning, probing and understanding‖ look, ―as though he were suddenly a spirit, not 

human any more, a voice out of the ground‖ (p. 86). Her emotional strength shines through during the 

family‘s journey through the desert, when she keeps Granma Joad‘s death secret so as to not endanger 

the family by tarrying in the arid wasteland. Casy is stunned by Ma‘s mental fortitude: ―[T]here‘s a 

woman so great with love – she scares me‖ (p. 240).  

Although Ma is technically subordinate to her husband‘s authority, she intervenes whenever 

she deems it necessary for the benefit of the family. Warren Motley considers these interventions by 

Ma Joad a logical consequence of the new, demanding environment which calls for ―the collective 

security of matriarchal society rather than on patriarchal self-reliance‖.
81

 For instance, she insists that 

Casy joins them on their journey to California, even though Pa Joad hints at leaving him behind due to 

                                                           
81

 Motley, ―From Patriarchy to Matriarchy,‖ 57. 



65 
 

limited supplies and space. Ma is even assertive enough to physically challenge Pa Joad, who is 

outraged at his wife‘s insolence but nevertheless submits to her will. He knows that a determined Ma 

Joad is a formidable opponent. When the family is in danger of being split up for the first time, Ma 

grabs a jack handle and lets her voice be heard: ―On‘y way you gonna get me to go is whup me. […] 

An‘ I‘ll shame you, Pa. I won‘t take no whuppin‘, cryin‘ an‘ a-beggin‘‖ (p. 176). The family stands in 

awe as they see Ma triumph over Pa: ―And Pa‘s anger did not rise, and his hands hung limply at his 

sides. And in a moment the group knew that Ma had won. […] [Ma] was the power. She had taken 

control‖ (pp. 176-177). A similar scene plays out when Ma insists on leaving the Weedpatch camp, 

due to the lack of jobs in the adjacent areas. Her frank commands hurt Pa‘s pride, who tries to reassert 

his male authority, but once again has to acknowledge his wife‘s superiority.  

It is not just Pa, but the entire family and even strangers who receive Ma Joad‘s wise 

guidance, willingly or not. The two Joad characters who receive the most noticeable assistance are 

Tom and Rosasharn. Although Ma has utmost faith in Tom‘s loyalty to the family, she still keeps a 

close eye on him to safeguard him from giving into his fatal flaw, i.e. his temper. The story of Purty 

Boy Floyd, whose prison experience embittered him to the point where he was caught in a vicious 

circle of violence against the authorities–much like Joy in In Dubious Battle–, inspires Ma to closely 

monitor Tom‘s behavior in stressful situations. Ma‘s fear is not ungrounded, as she does have to 

intervene to stop a situation from escalating. When the Joads‘ truck is pulled over by a group of drunk 

vigilantes, Ma has to restrain Tom from grabbing the jack handle and initiating a fight. With regards to 

Rosasharn, Ma uses a combination of tough love and sincere compassion to prevent her daughter from 

becoming depressed, after Connie‘s departure. The same fierceness Ma uses in her confrontations with 

Pa, is used to protect her daughter‘s wellbeing. For instance, she makes it quite clear to Lisbeth 

Sandry, a scaremongering religious fundamentalist who bothered Rosasharn, that her presence is not 

wanted. It is also Ma who decides to move Rosasharn from the flooded boxcar to the shelter of the 

barn, where she will convince her daughter, without verbal communication, to commit the act of 

breastfeeding a starving stranger.  
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The downside of making Ma Joad such a strong female character, who is able to withstand 

these hardships whilst managing to keep her family going, is the risk of ending up with another 

stereotype. Steinbeck characterizes her as someone who bottles up her troubles for the family‘s sake: 

―[S]ince Old Tom and the children could not know hurt or fear unless she acknowledged hurt and fear, 

she had practiced denying them in herself‖ (p. 77). Critic Joan Hedrick pointed out that although not 

all ―portraits of proletarian women should show them breaking under the gigantic effort to survive‖, 

the omission of ―the erosion of the human spirit […] is unconsciously to foster the belief that woman 

is a bottomless well of suffering and endurance upon whom men can make drafts‖.
82

 It is true that Ma 

rarely gives others an insight into her emotional life, as she tends to hold up the façade of the 

unwavering mother. However, this notion of keeping one‘s emotions to oneself is not just limited to 

women. It applies to all the Joads, as it is a part of their ideal of the rugged common man, as Ma Joad 

points out to Rosasharn: ―You‘re jest a-teasin‘ yourself up to cry. I don‘ know what‘s come at you. 

Our folks ain‘t never did that. They took what come to ‗em dry-eyed‖ (p. 326). This helps to explain 

why Ma does not shed a tear when she informs the family of Granma‘s death, or when she is bidding 

Tom farewell, which are two moments that show her clearly struggling with her emotions. Nellie 

McKay believes that the female characters in The Grapes of Wrath are restricted to ―happy-wife-and-

motherdom‖, and that even ―Ma Joad‘s education in the possibilities of class action do [sic] not extend 

to an awareness of women‘s lives and identities beyond the domestic sphere‖.
83

 This certainly seems 

to be the case, since Ma‘s challenges of Pa‘s authority never translates into a form of true 

emancipation or even questioning of women‘s roles. Strong as the women in The Grapes of Wrath 

may be, they are not about to man the barricade for women‘s rights. While these female characters are 

a far cry from the likes of Curley‘s wife in Of Mice and Men, or the docile, naive housewives on the 

one hand, and the promiscuous sex objects on the other in In Dubious Battle, they still display some 

stereotypical elements and are inextricably related to domestic duties. 
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4.5. Return of the dream farm: the migrant workers’ disillusionment  

 

The fabled dream farm of Of Mice and Men returns in a number of ways in the hopes of The Grapes of 

Wrath‘s migrant workers, both in individual aspirations and a more collective fantasy. The Grapes of 

Wrath‟s primary example of a dreamer is the character of Connie Rivers, since his entire role in the 

narrative is to make vain promises to Rosasharn, only to crush her hopes by abandoning her when the 

going gets tough. We are given a first glimpse of Connie‘s determination to become a self-made man, 

when Rosasharn tells Ma Joad of the young couple‘s future plans:  

Me an‘ Connie don‘t want to live in the country no more. […] We got it all planned up 

what we gonna do. […] Connie gonna get a job in a store or maybe a fact‘ry. An‘ he‘s 

gonna study at home, maybe radio, so he can git to be a expert an‘ maybe later have 

his own store. (p. 171). 

What follows is a litany of luxury items and pastimes which Connie would supposedly fund. Almost 

every conversation between Connie and Rosasharn revolves around this unwavering belief in their 

own private American dream and pursuit of happiness. Connie resembles the anonymous ranch 

workers in Of Mice and Men who get their dreams from western magazines, because he too finds the 

inspiration for his wild plans in a magazine: ―[H]e tore a page outa Western Love Stories, an‘ he‘s 

gonna send off for a course, ‗cause it don‘t cost nothin‘ to send off. Says right on that clipping‖ 

(p.172). Connie might not be the only one who contemplates moving up in the social hierarchy 

through education–both Al and the truck driver, who gives Tom a ride in the beginning, express a 

similar desire–but he is undoubtedly the most convinced character of them all. However, Connie‘s 

conviction is apparently not strong enough to withstand the deprivation the family experiences in the 

Hooverville. On the evening of their arrival, Connie expresses his regrets about the journey to 

California. He tells Rosasharn about a better option: ―If I‘d of knowed it would be like this I wouldn‘ 

of came. I‘d a studied nights ‗bout tractors back home an‘ got me a three-dollar job‖ (p. 263). 

Rosasharn, who senses the cracks in his motivation, reminds him of their earlier plan. Even though he 
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claims to still go through with it, it is obvious that the confrontation with abject poverty has convinced 

him to try his luck on his own: ―I didn‘ know they was places like this we got to live in‖ (p. 264). With 

one last promise, the disillusioned Connie abandons his pregnant wife and he is never to be seen again. 

He is The Grapes of Wrath‘s ultimate embodiment of selfishness, opting for money rather than 

fulfilling his matrimonial and parental duties. Through the character of Connie, Steinbeck ―place[d] a 

‗Bank‘ viewpoint within the family‖ to contrast ―Connie‘s shallow, destructive modernity‖ with the 

Joads‘ ―tough, humanistic values‖, as Howard Levant remarked.
84

  

On a far grander scale, Of Mice and Men‟s dream farm is mirrored in the migrant workers‘ 

belief in California as the garden of Eden.
85

 This thoroughly ingrained and widespread myth is at first 

introduced by the landowners, who try to get as many bankrupt sharecroppers to move out of their 

own free will. By describing California as a land of plenty, they manage to convince myriads of 

desperate people to embark on this grueling trip: ―Why don‘t you go on west to California? There‘s 

work there, and it never gets cold. Why, you can reach out anywhere and pick an orange. Why there‘s 

always some kind of crop to work in” (p. 36). The power of this myth is apparent when even those 

who refuse to leave their native soil, such as Muley Graves and Grampa Joad, believe in California‘s 

paradisiacal qualities. Even the Wilsons, migrant workers from Kansas with whom the Joads travel for 

a while, share this belief in the Edenic California: ―Why, jus‘ think how it‘s gonna be, under them 

shady trees a-pickin‘ fruit an‘ takin‘ a bite ever‘ once in a while‖ (p. 153). Their fantasies of feasting 

on the natural riches of the Golden State are similar in nature to George‘s, Lennie‘s, and Candy‘s 

dream to ―live off the fatta the lan‘‖ (p. 16) in Of Mice and Men. However, unfortunately for the Joads, 

the similarities also include the elusiveness of their heart‘s desire. Their dream quickly turns into a 

nightmare when they have to face the dire working and living conditions in their new home. The lush 

flora, which they had eagerly anticipated, is all around them, but behind fences and armed guards to 

keep the hungry migrant workers out. Ironically, when they do get the chance to indulge in eating the 

fabled fruit, during the picking at the Hooper ranch, it has some nasty side effects. Because the 

family‘s scanty meals are insufficient, Winfield, the youngest Joad, eats plenty of peaches, resulting in 
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severe diarrhea and dehydration. Steinbeck‘s ultimate debunking of the migrant workers‘ carefree 

fairytale image of California is the interchapter twenty-five, with its antithetical transformation of the 

landscape. It starts with a detailed description of the various types of produce ripening in the spring, 

celebrating California‘s fecundity. In order to perfect the produce, the owners of the orchards apply 

technological advances and scientific methods. Their dedication and connection with the land is 

praised: ―The men who graft the young trees, the little vines, are the cleverest of all, for theirs is a 

surgeon‘s job, as tender and delicate […]. These are great men‖ (pp.362-363). Their effort mirrors that 

of the sharecroppers whom Steinbeck had compared in an earlier interchapter with the tractor drivers, 

who lack the commitment to the land. The turning point in interchapter twenty-five occurs at the 

height of fertility, when economic principles are introduced. The small orchards cannot compete with 

holdings, so drastic measures have to be taken: ―The work of the roots of the vines, of the trees, must 

be destroyed to keep up the price, and this is the saddest, bitterest thing of all‖ (p. 364). The same 

painstaking detail which was used to describe growth now focuses on decay. The terrible waste is 

juxtaposed with the migrant workers‘ starvation, who are forced to stand by and watch. The necessity 

of change and the restoration of humaneness is beginning to sink in: ―In the souls of the people the 

grapes of wrath are filling and growing heavy, growing heavy for the vintage‖ (p. 365). This shattered 

dream of the migrant workers provides the soil in which the meta-character‘s ideal starts to germinate. 

 

4.6. Casy’s martyrdom and Tom’s calling: a new dawn for the migrant 

workers 

 

Casy‘s new philosophy, the result of his reflection on past deeds, slowly materializes into a concrete 

message championing the unification of migrant workers, during his travels along the side of Tom and 

the Joad family. In the beginning of the novel, Casy is overwhelmed by his new insights, and struggles 

to find a real application for them. Idly reclining against a tree, he resembles a philosopher, detached 

from society and absorbed in thought. He receives the inspiration for his social commitment from an 

unlikely source, Muley Graves, who embodies stubborn, hopeless resistance against the powers that 

be, much like In Dubious Battle‟s Joy. Like Archimedes, Casy finds his sudden insight during a banal, 
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everyday act. When Casy asks Muley whether he is willing to share his dinner with him and Tom, 

Muley‘s response triggers the genesis of Casy‘s prophetical function 
86

: 

‗I ain‘t got no choice in the matter. […] That ain‘t like I mean it. […] [W]hat I mean, 

if a fella‘s got somepin to eat an‘ another fella‘s hungry – why, the first fella ain‘t got 

no choice.‘ […] ‗I see,‘ said Casy. ‗I can see that. Muley sees somepin there, Tom. 

Muley‘s got a-holt of somepin, an‘ it‘s too big for him, an‘ it‘s too big for me.‘ (p. 51). 

Casy then connects this basic idea of cooperation to the plight of the farmers turned migrant workers, 

after Muley utters a fierce indictment of the evictions. He senses the new purpose in his life: ―I gotta 

see them folks that‘s gone out on the road. I got a feelin‘ I got to see them. They gonna need help no 

preachin‘ can give ‗em‖ (p. 55). The sincerity of his newfound cause is evident in his willingness to 

immediately spring into action. He does not hesitate to voluntarily leave behind everything, and join 

the migrant workers: ―Yeah, I‘m goin‘ with you. An‘ when your folks start out on the road I‘m goin‘ 

with them. An‘ where folks are on the road, I‘m gonna be with them ― (p. 59).  

Although this awakening of a character‘s social conscience might seem similar to In Dubious 

Battle, it is different in that it involves the character who more or less acts as the mentor. The ‗pupil‘ 

initially does not take heed of his partner‘s counsel, whereas Lennie and Jim Nolan were already 

receptive from the start. This also illustrates the lack of a clear hierarchy which was present in the two 

previous novels‘ meta-characters. While Casy voices his calling for the first time, Tom is too busy 

devouring his dinner to pay any attention. Tom is still stuck in his prison mindset, which means that he 

above all minds his own business and only thinks on a short-term basis. However, Tom is not the only 

character who is at first oblivious of Casy‘s remarkable ideas. As previously mentioned, only Ma Joad 

actually listens to the underlying ideas in Casy‘s grace, as well as the statement of his motives before 

the family‘s departure to California:  

I can‘t stay here no more. I got to go where the folks is goin‘. I‘ll work in the fiel‘s, 

maybe I‘ll be happy. […] I‘m gonna work in the fiel‘s, in the green fiel‘s, an‘ I‘m 
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gonna be near to folks. I ain‘t gonna try to teach ‗em nothin‘. I‘m gonna try to learn. 

(p. 98) 

Casy‘s attitude differs tremendously from that of George and Mac, who both focus on being in control. 

Unlike Mac, Casy considers the migrant workers as his equals instead of marionettes. This egalitarian 

approach stretches across stereotypical gender roles, since he willingly takes over Ma‘s ―women‘s 

work‖ during the preparation for the journey to California.
87

 Casy‘s respect for women is once again a 

character trait that stands in stark contrast to George‘s misogyny and Mac‘s one-dimensional view of 

women. 

 Given the amount of biblical symbolism in The Grapes of Wrath 
88

, and Steinbeck‘s frequent 

use of Christ figures 
89

, it should come as no surprise that Jim Casy, in his effort to develop and spread 

a new ‗gospel‘, is modeled on Christ.
90

 Moreover, Casy himself seems to be aware of the similarities:  

I been in the hills, thinkin‘, almost you might say like Jesus went into the 

wilderness to think His way out of a mess of troubles. […]I ain‘t sayin‘ I‘m 

like Jesus […] But I got tired like Him, an‘ I got mixed up like Him. (p. 85) 

As they travel along highway sixty-six, Casy witnesses the various ways in which migrant workers are 

exploited, which strengthens his belief that change is necessary and imminent. He uses his prophetic 

speeches to teach the Joads, especially Tom, the value of cooperation, and its capacity to end the 

vicious circle of poverty and powerlessness. However, convincing Tom proves to be quite the 

challenge, as he remains set in his ways, despite the momentous events taking place around him. 

When Casy tells him that ―‘[t]hey‘s gonna come somepin outa all these folks goin‘ wes‘ – outa all 

their farms lef‘ lonely. They‘s gonna come a thing that‘s gonna change the whole country‘, Tom 

replies that he is ―‘still layin‘ [his] dogs down one at a time‘‖ (p. 181), indicating the prison mindset. 

Casy‘s message is echoed in several interchapters, which depict the slow but steady unification 
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process of the displaced farmers.
91

 It must be noted, though, that the tone of these interchapters is far 

more belligerent than that of Casy‘s beliefs, which emphasize education and awareness of the migrant 

workers‘ potential rather than a call to arms. For instance, when talking about a man who possesses a 

million acres, Casy stresses the migrant workers‘ moral riches which provide them with a self-esteem 

that easily outclasses the materially wealthy, but morally bankrupt landowners: ―[M]aybe he‘s 

disappointed that nothin‘ he can do‘ll make him feel rich – not rich like Mis‘ Wilson was when she 

give her tent when Grampa died‖ (p. 216).  

Even though they have differing opinions at this point in the narrative and might not have the 

constant companionship of the other male pairs, Tom and Casy nevertheless share a deep mutual 

respect. When Casy is starting to doubt whether he ought to leave the Joads, so as not to burden them 

any longer with an extra mouth to feed, Tom convinces Casy to stay since he can sense in the change 

of mentality in the air. Casy‘s affection for Tom culminates in the aftermath of the fight with a deputy 

in the Hooverville, when Casy willingly sacrifices his freedom to ensure that Tom can stay with his 

family, an act which can be seen as redemption for his sins of the past. This fight also marks the first 

concrete action taken by the ex-preacher, which was triggered by lives of fellow migrants being 

endangered. The deputy, who tried to arrest an innocent man, was hit in the face by him and 

subsequently tripped by Tom. In his attempt to stop his assailant in his tracks, he fired his pistol but hit 

a bystander instead. When the deputy is lining up his second shot, Casy steps forward and kicks him 

unconscious. Because Tom is still out on parole, Casy is determined to take full responsibility for the 

altercation. This act of utter selflessness demonstrates the very different nature of Casy and Tom‘s 

relationship, as opposed to those of George and Lennie, and Mac and Jim Nolan, which always were 

characterized by an element of selfishness. Just before Casy disappears from the narrative for a 

considerable time, he is depicted as a satisfied man: ―Between his guards Casy sat proudly, his head 

up and the stringy muscles of his neck prominent. On his lips there was a faint smile and on his face a 

curious look of conquest‖ (p. 279). As was the case with the execution of the dog in Of Mice and Men, 

and Joy‘s murder in In Dubious Battle, Steinbeck is foreshadowing the ending about halfway in the 
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narrative. Like Casy, Rosasharn carries out an utterly altruistic act, by breastfeeding the starving 

stranger, and derives a deep satisfaction from it, as indicated by the curious smile: ―She looked up and 

across the barn, and her lips came together and smiled mysteriously‖ (p. 476).  

 Even though Casy is absent for quite some time, the essence of his beliefs is still present in 

the Weedpatch episode, and the acts of kindness from fellow migrant workers. Weedpatch is a 

government camp run by and for migrant workers, without any intervention from law enforcement. 

Tom is amazed to learn about the camp‘s democratic and efficient organization. This is a far cry from 

the strikers‘ camp in In Dubious Battle, which was essentially a dictatorship with a veneer of 

democracy. Tom also experiences unconditional altruism when he encounters the Wallace family in 

the camp. After offering him breakfast, they inform Tom about a job opportunity, and agree to help 

him get the position. This kindness puzzles Tom, who is used to living according to his self-interest: 

―Why in hell you gonna git me on? I‘ll make it shorter. What you cuttin‘ your own throat for?‖ (p. 

307). Shortly thereafter, Tom witness another act of kindness, when Mr. Thomas, the man who is 

employing the Wallaces, gives them an inside tip. Thanks to his connections with the Farm 

Association, he has learned that infiltrators will start a riot during the camp‘s dance, in order to enable 

the police to raid the camp without a warrant. Even though Mr. Thomas might not appear to be all that 

friendly, he is willing to risk his livelihood to help the migrant workers: ―Jesus, I hope I haven‘t talked 

myself out of my farm. But I like you people‖ (p. 310). Like his mentor Casy, Tom is affected by this 

firsthand experience with acts of altruism, so much so that he is starting to move away from his earlier 

individualism. At the night of the dance, Tom reveals to Ma that he is participating in the camp‘s 

organization. He is part of a committee tasked with keeping the peace during the dance, and he will 

actively participate in quickly quelling the attempt to start a riot. Apart from the application of Casy‘s 

beliefs in the Weedpatch camp, and its indirect influence on Tom Joad, he is also still present in the 

mind of the Joads, as is evident when Pa Joad foreshadows Casy‘s return: ―I got a hunch we‘ll see that 

preacher agin‘‖ (p. 333). 

Pa‘s hunch proves to be correct, as Casy returns for a brief but crucial moment in the 

education of Tom and several other Joads. After a month of scouring the area around the Weedpatch 
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camp for work, the Joad family is forced to move out and try their luck elsewhere. They end up being 

recruited for work at the Hooper ranch, unaware that they will be employed as strikebreakers. Upon 

entering the ranch, Tom is curious as to why they need a police escort to protect them from an angry 

crowd protesting at the gates. At night, he sneaks past the guards and heads out to learn more about 

this whole ordeal, only to find himself reunited with Casy. Casy then explains the strike and its 

motives to Tom, as well as what drove Casy to take up organized action. Like Jim Nolan, he too had 

an epiphany while serving his prison sentence. Once again, it is a seemingly banal, food-related event 

which triggers a radical change in the ex-preacher‘s mindset:  

[O]ne day they give us some beans that was sour. One fella started yellin‘, an‘ nothin‘ 

happened. He yelled his head off. Trusty come along an‘ looked in an‘ went on. Then 

another fella yelled. Well, sir, then we all got yellin‘. And we all got on the same tone, 

an‘ I tell ya, it jus‘ seemed like that tank bulged an‘ give and swelled up. By God! 

Then somepin happened! They come a-runnin‘, and they give us some other stuff to 

eat – give it to us. Ya see? (p. 400) 

While Tom has shown progress in terms of his social awakening, he cannot yet grasp the implications 

of this precedent, with its emphasis on the power of the united common man. Furthermore, Tom is 

willing to inform the migrant workers at the Hooper ranch about the strikers‘ cause, as per Casy‘s 

request, but he doubts whether it will have any impact. It is only through Casy‘s martyrdom that Tom 

gains an unconditional commitment to the cause. Tom and Casy‘s reunion is interrupted by the sounds 

of men approaching. Casy, knowing that he is targeted as ―a leader ‗cause [he] talk[s] so much‖ (p. 

403), takes Tom with him to hide underneath a bridge span. What follows is a scene with one major 

allusion to Casy‘s Christ-like personality 
92

, and several smaller allusions to the previous novels. 

When Casy and Tom are intercepted by two men armed with pick handles, Casy tries to appeal to their 

humaneness: ―‘You fellas don‘ know what you‘re doin‘. You‘re helpin‘ to starve kids. […] You don‘ 

know what you‘re a-doin‘‖ (p. 404). This obvious reference to Jesus‘s words during the crucifixion 
93
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fails to sway the assailant‘s determination, as he crushes Casy‘s head with the pick handle. Once 

again, one half of the meta-character is killed by a fatal injury to the head. While not that relevant for 

Lennie in Of Mice and Men, it is noteworthy that the two characters with a social conscience perish 

through the destruction of the brain, the seat of knowledge, implying censorship. As in In Dubious 

Battle with the muzzle flashes, the element of light, here the result of flashlights, is used to emphasize 

moral enlightenment.
94

 Lastly, Casy‘s killer is called George: ―‘Jesus, George. I think you killed 

him.‘‖ (p. 404). The man who singlehandedly ended the migrant workers‘ dream of realizing a better 

tomorrow in Of Mice and Men, is referenced through this namesake in The Grapes of Wrath, who also 

tries to put a stop to the migrant workers‘ cause. However, this George pays with his life for his 

actions, since Tom avenges Casy‘s death by crushing the perpetrator‘s head as well. 

Whereas Jim Nolan‘s martyrdom is unlikely to bring about any significant changes in the 

migrant workers‘ struggle, apart from temporarily inciting the crowd into another frenzy, Jim Casy‘s 

death ushers in the true calling of Tom, who now becomes fully receptive to the ideas of his deceased 

partner. After realizing that he is jeopardizing his family‘s safety by staying with him, Tom goes into 

hiding, mimicking Casy‘s retreat into the wilderness where he came to a new understanding of his 

life‘s goal. When Ma informs her son that it would be best for him to leave the area, after Ruthie‘s 

boast has compromised Tom‘s hideout, Tom indicates that he has been contemplating the teachings of 

Casy, and his own experiences on the road: ―I been thinkin‘ how it was in that gov‘ment camp, how 

our folks took care a theirselves […]. I been a-wonderin‘ why we can‘t do that all over. […] All work 

together for our own thing‖ (p. 438). He has come to understand the necessity of altruistic cooperation, 

if the migrant workers ever wish to break free from the vicious circle of exploitation and misery. 

Before Tom disappears from the narrative, he gives a prophetic farewell speech that embodies Casy‘s 

belief in the resilience of the unified migrant workers and the indestructibility of this new way of 

thinking: 

[M]aybe like Casy says, a fella ain‘t got a soul of his own, but on‘y a piece of a big 

one […] I‘ll be everywhere – wherever you look. Wherever they‘s a fight so hungry 
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people can eat, I‘ll be there. Wherever they‘s a cop beatin‘ up a guy, I‘ll be there. If 

Casy knowed, why, I‘ll be in the way guys yell when they‘re mad an‘ – I‘ll be in the 

way kids laugh when they‘re hungry an‘ they know supper‘s ready. An‘ when our 

folks eat the stuff they raise an‘ live in the houses they build – why, I‘ll be there. See? 

God, I‘m talkin‘ like Casy. Comes of thinkin‘ about him so much. Seems like I can see 

him sometimes‖ (p. 439). 

The Grapes of Wrath is the only novel out of the three migrant worker novels not to have the 

meta-character take central stage in the ending. By the time the flood starts threatening the Joads‘ 

residence in the boxcar, Casy has already died, and Tom has embarked on his mission to spread 

Casy‘s message. However, the shift to other characters contributes to the positive portrayal of the 

migrant workers, in that it shows the gradual propagation of the meta-character‘s ideals. When Casy 

was physically absent from the narrative, he was still to a certain extent present in the actions of 

others. This is especially true for the ending, which shows the emergence of the unity that Casy, and 

later on Tom, had been championing. The hopeful element of the characters‘ budding commitment to 

their fellow man is what sets The Grapes of Wrath apart from its predecessors. Even in the light of a 

natural disaster of biblical proportions, and the incessant and ubiquitous exploitation, characters 

manage to overcome their earlier individualism, heralding a new dawn for the migrant workers. This is 

exemplified in the novel‘s highly symbolic ending in which Ma Joad inspires her daughter Rosasharn 

to put Casy‘s theories into practice. The act of breastfeeding, a very intimate act shared by mother and 

child, is extended to a stranger who is in dire need of nourishment. In this pieta-like scene
95

, the 

genesis of a new family, encompassing all of mankind, is signaled by showing that ―the source of 

human salvation is literally within the human being‖ (his italics), as Matthew Langione remarked.
96

 

Like the unstoppable turtle from interchapter three with its ―indomitable life force‖
97

, the migrant 

workers face myriads of obstacles, but nevertheless keep plodding towards a better world. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

John Steinbeck‘s three migrant worker novels–Of Mice and Men, In Dubious Battle, and The Grapes 

of Wrath–marked an important phase in his career. In terms of his success as a writer, Steinbeck was 

propelled into the public eye by these novels. After scoring a moderate success with In Dubious Battle, 

he became somewhat of a celebrity in literary circles with the publishing of Of Mice and Men, 

something which he had not expected.
98

 That success would be dwarfed by the reception of The 

Grapes of Wrath, which won him the Pulitzer Prize and more importantly, a place in the annals of 

great American literature.
99

 However, the three novels also act as a crucial turning point in Steinbeck‘s 

career, as many considered them his prime achievements, which displayed a level of quality that critics 

felt was never to be obtained again in his later work.
100

 Furthermore, he would never again focus this 

intensely on a single subject in consecutive works, which indicates that the migrant worker novels 

must have been an unparalleled tour de force on both a personal and creative level. 

The object of this thesis was to compare the evolving depiction of migrant worker characters in these 

three novels using a non-chronological approach to better illustrate emergent changes and contrasts. 

Special attention was paid to the role of the meta-characters, the three male pairs which served to 

emphasize and isolate these changes across the three novels. The starting point of this analysis was 

Steinbeck‘s so-called play-novelette Of Mice and Men, which depicts the migrant workers‘ world as a 

bleak, hopeless one without the possibility of social mobility. The central image of the dream farm and 

the exceptionalism cherished by the meta-character provided George, Lennie, and the rest of the 

workers with the illusory hope of ending their uncertain migratory existence. However, the 

exceptionalism, based on George and Lennie‘s relationship, which supposedly contrasts heavily with 

the other individualistic migrant workers, is undermined by the questionable nature of George‘s 

motives to travel with his incredibly powerful, but easily manipulated companion. George displays a 

complex mixture of affection and malicious exploitation in his interaction with the childlike Lennie, 
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who is utterly loyal to his superior, in terms of intellect and hierarchy. Lennie‘s limited mental 

faculties enable George to take advantage of Lennie, both as a scapegoat for George‘s hardships 
101

, 

and an asset in his struggle against the people whom he hates, e.g. Curley.
102

 Moreover, George‘s 

interpretation of the good life on the dream farm does not necessarily always involve Lennie and 

Candy, indicating an ever-present level of individualism. In addition, their dream is universally shared 

by other migrant workers, although it is never realized. Nevertheless, despite this knowledge of its 

unattainable nature, characters such as Crooks and Curley‘s wife will still desperately cling to the hope 

for a better tomorrow, only to have it destroyed by society‘s determining factors such as race and 

gender. Very little altruism is present in this narrative, as is emphasized by the central moral authority 

on the ranch, Slim, with his social Darwinist point of view.
103

 The migrant workers‘ world in Of Mice 

and Men is a male one, in which women are reduced to objects of lust. This misogynistic view is 

reinforced by the behavior of Curley‘s wife, who, as a certified coquette, plays out the sexual tension 

between her and the workers. In Of Mice and Men‟s world, characters cannot transcend their 

predetermined roles in society. In the end, the meta-character is destroyed, since Lennie dies a 

physical death, and George accepts defeat and is doomed to live the mind numbing existence of the 

migrant worker, endlessly working to waste his money on temporary thrills. 

 In Dubious Battle marks the transition from the migrant workers‘ defeatism to a militant, but 

questionable commitment to a cause, with the end justifying the means. The two communists, Jim 

Nolan and Mac, who comprise the meta-character, assume the role of migrant workers, in their 

fieldwork for the Party. What at first appears to be a noble endeavor, quickly proves to be the 

calculated manipulation of the crowd of migrant workers, with a veneer of altruism. The obsession 

with long-term goals results in the systematic use of martyrdom in order to further the cause, along 

with a general disregard for human life. The black and white dichotomy between the meta-character‘s 

actions and their enemies, the owners, is increasingly revealed to be an illusion, as the methods of both 

parties are similarly drastic. The use of characters representing several migrant worker archetypes, as 
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well as the depiction of the collective as group-man prefigures The Grapes of Wrath‘s alternation of 

scope with the Joad family‘s experiences on the one hand, and the interchapters on the other. The 

female characters can also be classified as archetypes, since they more or less correspond to either the 

stereotypical image of the docile housewife, or the promiscuous vixen.
104

 Under the guise of a 

democratic process, Mac controls the strike through the figure of London, who personifies the ideal 

migrant worker for the meta-character‘s cause: loyal and obtuse enough to not question authority, like 

Of Mice and Men‘s Lennie. 

 The meta-character‘s dynamic interaction and shifting hierarchy indicates an improvement 

over the static nature of characters‘ roles in Of Mice and Men. Jim gradually learns Mac‘s tactics and 

rhetoric to unify a crowd of migrant workers, which then becomes the unpredictable and animalistic 

group-man. While he briefly outclasses Mac in terms of sheer cold-bloodedness, Jim afterwards 

begins to display a different look on the migrant workers, with whom he is willing to fight along their 

side, instead of controlling them like a general, as Mac does. However, the possibility of a change in 

the treatment of the migrant workers is cut short by Jim‘s death. The novel ends with Mac continuing 

the spiral of violence. By exploiting Jim‘s martyrdom in order to manipulate the crowd into forming 

group-man, Mac once again is about to lead the migrant workers into a never-ending struggle. 

It is not until the migrant workers themselves understand the need for unity, rather than being 

manipulated into an artificial unity, that they are depicted as having a future toward which to work. In 

The Grapes of Wrath, the meta-character sets out to bring about this ―education of the heart‖
105

. 

Initially, however, it is only Jim Casy, and to a lesser extent Ma Joad, who gradually develops this 

new understanding. But after witnessing Casy‘s first sacrifice – his arrest at the Hooverville – and the 

organization of the Weedpatch Camp, Tom Joad‘s social conscience starts to awaken. With the brief 

return of his mentor Casy, during which he shares his epiphany with Tom, and Casy‘s subsequent 

martyrdom, the torch of the migrant workers‘ cause is passed on to Tom. Though the meta-character 

then disappears from the narrative, the message has successfully spread in other characters‘ behavior, 
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most notably that of Ma Joad. The strong presence of female characters in The Grapes of Wrath 

emphasizes the evolution towards unification of all migrant workers, regardless of gender. Through 

Ma‘s suggestion, Rosasharn carries out the act of breastfeeding a starving stranger, thus ending the 

novel with a hopeful image. This symbolic act of altruism and deep interpersonal connection is not 

only a fitting conclusion for just The Grapes of Wrath, but also for the evolution of the migrant 

workers‘ depiction in all three novels, following Of Mice and Men‟s defeatism and In Dubious Battle‘s 

ambiguous fanaticism.  
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