Handout 10 

The Grapes of Wrath

Revelation 14:19

By way of an introduction to this film, I offer the following quotation from Walt Whitman in his 1855 preface to “Leaves of Grass”, a collection of his poems.

“Other states indicate themselves in their deputies…but the genius of the United States is not best or most in its executives or legislatures, nor in its ambassadors or authors or colleges or churches or parlors, nor even in its newspapers or inventors… but always most in the common people.  Their manners speech dress friendships-the freshness and candor of their physiognomy-the picturesque looseness of their carriage…their deathless attachment to freedom-their aversion to anything indecorous or soft or mean-the practical acknowledgement of the citizens of one state by the citizens of all other states-the fierceness of their roused resentment-their curiosity and welcome of novelty-their self-esteem and wonderful sympathy-their susceptibility to a slight-the air they have of persons who never knew how it felt to stand in the presence of superiors-the fluency of their speech-their delight in music, the sure symptom of manly tenderness and native elegance of soul…their good temper and openhandedness-the terrible significance of their elections-the President’s taking his hat off to them not they to him-these too are unrhymed poetry.”

In this chain of characteristics, the link that seems most important to me is “the air they have of persons who never knew how it felt to stand in the presence of superiors”.  The Grapes of Wrath portrays many of the qualities in Whitman’s list. The Joad family at the center of this story exemplifies “the common people” referred to above. 

The Joads were sharecroppers in Oklahoma. During the Depression in the 1930s a period of drought forced many farmers to abandon their farms; large commercial farms or agribusinesses also pushed them off the land. Many of the “Okies” migrated to California where they had heard there were jobs available.  California was imagined as a land of milk and honey, but the reality had a much more bitter taste, more like the grapes of wrath.  Agribusiness in California was just as ruthless as it was  in Oklahoma. It wanted to exploit the cheap and desperate labor of the new migrants. This exploitation awakened a sense of rebellion in the Joads, and they refused to passively cooperate with their exploiters.  They join other workers in a struggle for fair wages and working conditions, for justice.

This film emphasizes the importance of family, land, valor in the face of hardship, and the ultimate triumph of justice, all key American values.

For your short papers on this film, consider one of the following themes:

What political position does The Grapes of Wrath seem to advocate?  How is justice defined?

How are organized religion and spirituality treated in this film? Consider the role of the preacher who lost his calling: what is the lesson of his role in the film?

How are women portrayed in The Grapes of Wrath? Are they complete individuals like the men or are they caricatures?  

If you had to describe the essence of Americans, like Whitman does above, based on The Grapes of Wrath, how would you describe them?

A good web site for a summary of the plot, character list and maps is www.ac.wwu.edu/~stephan/Steinbeck/grapes.htm

