Prompt: 3 female (or more) female profiles from the Grapes of Wrath

"The men were silent and they did not move often. And the women came out of the houses to stand beside their men—

to feel whether this time the men would break."

John Steinbeck decidedly wrote the Grapes of Wrath in layers. His original politics turned into a vignette of Oakie family life, which was woven with turtle allegories, biblical teachings and various archetypes. It is hard to say that Steinbeck ‘stayed to form” when in fact we find that Ma embodied the philosopher king. Various women symbolized thieves, custodians, and mourners. Rose of Sharon became the essence of Eve, offering the family a hope of generations that might continues what the Joads had begun. 


The Joad family setting places Ma as a cook when we meet her. The acts of care giving and cookery do much to endear her to the popular masses that may have had fixed images in mind. Though Steinbeck diluted his original articles, “championing the union [socialist, etc]” his novel form takes necessary preface to persuade the reader that there is more than just popular images. Ma burns her stationary box, sending to cinders that which she knew, birthing from fire that which she would become.  Ma Joad is reborn into a jack handle wielder that will enforce her primary concern: stay together!  In chapter 18 she is the first to physically defy the law, telling the Needles, CO sheriff that she’ll runs him off with an iron pan. Tom follows suit in chapter 20 as Ma offers advice more cunningly than Rasputin. Though they take a beating all the time, “Maybe that makes us tough. Rich fellas come up an’ they die, an’ their kids ain’t no good, an’ they die out. But, Tom, we kepp a-comin’. Don’ you fret none, Tom. A different time comin’.” After the many challenges the family has seen, Ma summarizes the difference of the sexes. “ A man lives in a jerk, a woman in a flow.”


Steinbeck makes his characters come alive by humanizing them with detail. While Ma is embarrassed to use the men’s latrine, perhaps there is more to read into the act. Granma talks to shadows after Granpa’s death. This is an entrenched version of the mourner archetype. Sairy Wilson is a seer as she returns Casy to acknowledged that he is the preacher. “You got a God. Don’t make no difference if ya don’t know what he looks like.”  Mrs. Joyce is rebuked for stealing toilet paper. While Mrs. Shandry takes special interest in judging the camp’s moral restraint. She catches Rose smelling herself. Ignoring this to complains about hug-dancin' on Sat'dy night and that Rawley's the devil, which he says he isn't. Rose looks at the woman and listens without comment. Steinbeck presents many characters that he designs great and small. 

I told Granma we couldn’ he’p her. The fambly had ta get acrost. I tol’ her, tol’her when she was a a-dyin’.

 We couldn’ stop in the desert. There was the yong ones—an’ Rosaharn’s baby. I tol’ her.


Rose of Sharon is seen by her family to be a token of hope. She tells her kin that Connie wants to learn radio operation even while he complains that he’d be of better use driving a tractor back home. Rose is the first to find the magical modern bathtub. “You get in a little stall-like, an’ you turn handles, an’ water comes a-floodin’ down on you—hot water or col’ water, jus’ like you want it—an’ I done it!”. While the rest of the family joins in “the sinful” dance, Rose joins Ma on the fence. The matriarch and the future mother are separated from the necessities of entertainment. Tom kids Rose about getting big, which she handles with smiles. Yet she is unable to avoid a chill after the heavy rains come down and the men have been displaced from yet another job. The baby comes early and she cannot avoid birthing no matter how much she paces back and forth. While the birth of the baby fastens them to their boxcar home, spurring the men to dig a bank to avoid the rising water, the end of the baby is matched by a rupture of their levee. The family is flooded, hope is dead. 


In typical Joad fashion, Rose’s milk is offered to a dying man who she nurses. Ma looks at the family kingdom that has withered. There is Granma, Sairy, and the many people shared, now gone. Steinbeck writes in a synoptic furry..

"The women watched the men, watched to see whether the break had come at last." "...the break would never come as long as fear could turn to wrath."

