Le Spam 2
Le Spam 3

Le Spam, Delom

Ms. Stevens

English 11Ap, Pd 00

September 24, 2008

The Color of Suffering:

 Power and Relationships in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath

The first intercalary chapter of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath introduces many of the concepts of the novel as a whole:  the juxtaposition of the active powers of nature with the people’s passive responses indicates that the Joads and other families in the Dust Bowl are at the mercy of the elements.  The colors that repeat—red, gray, brown, pale—suggest the bleakness of the Depression from the novel’s first pages.


Chapter one foreshadows the widespread suffering and the seeming powerlessness that the Joads and other families experience in the novel, but also hints at the resiliency and hope that together, these families can reconnect with the land and make new lives for themselves.


Steinbeck uses color imagery throughout the chapter to convey the hopelessness and futility of life in Oklahoma.  He illustrates how life and sustenance drains from this area during the drought, “as the sky became pale, so the earth became pale,” (1) and he writes that the country is “red” and “gray” (1).  In Oklahoma, the only living, green plants are the weeds, and even they “frayed and edged back toward their roots,” (1) again suggesting the impossibility of survival.  The color brown underscores the frailty of the corn, for “the brown lines on the corn leaves widened and moved in on the central ribs,” (1) showing the corn’s inability to endure, and foreshadowing the people’s inability to survive as a result.


He further illustrates Oklahoma’s plight by describing the sun, which normally shines brightly, giving warmth and nourishment.  In this opening chapter, Steinbeck presents an anemic sun that cannot overpower the harsh winds and pervasive dust--the sun is but “a dim red circle that gave a little light, like dusk” (2).  These colors—red, brown, gray, and pale—help establish the novel’s tone of struggle and desperation.  The repetition of these life-drained colors sets the imperative for the Joads and other migrant families to head west, for nothing remains for them at home.


By juxtaposing the active role of nature with the passive responses of the people, Steinbeck asserts the fight for survival.  The elements of nature hold power, as the rains “lifted the corn quickly and scattered weed colonies,” (2) and Steinbeck personifies the wind, which “worked at the rain crust in the corn fields” (2).  The wind is truly the most powerful and threatening of the elements, as it “raced faster over the land and dug cunningly among the rootlets of the corn,” (2) annihilating all that the hands of men have placed in earth.  When the wind finishes its horrible task, Steinbeck says it “cried and whimpered over the fallen corn” (2) affirming the wind’s human qualities—it deceives, it conquers, it feels remorse.


In contrast, while all of the elements of nature display power and might, the humans remain silent and still, mere victims of drought and dust.  The children do not “run or shout,” (3) but wait, to see how their parents will respond to the crisis.  In response to nature’s ravaging blows, the families in chapter one stand and look, fear and figure.  The women and children search the faces of the men, to see whether nature’s latest blow will defeat them.  And the men do not disappoint: they provide an early glimpse of the novel’s hope that humanity can weather any trial, provided people band together and share what little they have with each other.  This first chapter clearly outlines the social structure during the Depression—men hold the ultimate responsibility for the family’s survival, even though women bond the families together and provide the optimism and strength to go on.  The “women and children knew deep in themselves that no misfortune was too great to bear if their men were whole,” (4) hinting that throughout this novel, it will be up to the men—Tom, Casy, Al, and Pa—to determine the family’s course.  As long as the men become “hard and angry and resistant,” (3) they will endure, which foreshadows their having to unite against the man-made oppressions that threaten their families lives in addition to the harsh conditions of nature.


Chapter one, like all of the intercalary chapters, links the Joads’s journey to a universal experience.  This chapter reinforces the novel’s theme that humanity must band selflessly together to withstand the challenges of life—the unnamed men, women, and children of this chapter not only hint at the Joads’s sufferings, but also make the pain and desperation of the 1930’s palpable—without compassion, generosity, and moral leaders who will sacrifice themselves for others, humanity is doomed to fail.  The end of this first chapter reveals, however, that defeat is not inevitable, and affords us a small hope that men can triumph as they grow hard and resistant together—if they pledge that together, they will not break.


