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“The Grapes of Wrath” in Microcosm

Introduction

     Two major mistakes the audiences of The Grapes of Wrath had often made while watching the video:  First, people whom were hurt the most by the depression economy in the 1930s were the city dwellers that owned the business or held the stocks.  Second, the Okies in San Joaquin Valley in the 1929-1934 were very different from the Chicago industrial black labor workers in the 1870s. The film Grape of Wrath was not a good example of the 1930s’ economy but, maybe, of the New Deal programs.

     Not a few took the family as a typical example of the depression worker, for the cover of the videotape also said:

The adaptation of John Steinbeck’s famous novel is brought to the screen under the Academy Award winning direction of John Ford.  The Grapes of Wrath is the dramatic story of the Joad family and their migration to California from their dust-bowl farm in Oklahoma during the Thirties.  Henry Fonda’s stirring performance as Tom Joad, a humble but dauntless man who refuses to be beaten down by misfortune and hardship, has become one of the most memorable characterizations ever produced on film.  An observance of America during a difficult era.

The film was made according to a novel titled, The Grapes of Wrath, written by John Steinbeck.  In 1939, his book caught the attention of New Deal programmers.  The Federal Transient Service and the Resettlement and Farm Security Administration made federal supports for them.
  But, a book, California and the Dust Bowl Migration, by Water Stein said that soon,

[T]he defense boom pulled the Okies into the urban areas where they took jobs in the shipyards and the munitions plants and began their slow process of assimilation into the state. In late 1940, the radical press noted a decline of interest in the Joads and, all its exhortations to the contrary; it could not renew the excitement, which The Grapes of Wrath had generated year[s] before.

Today, some historians challenged the validity of the story, while most of the audiences prefer to think the story was also a part of the U.S. History.

Other articles by John Steinbeck

     An evaluation of John Steinbeck’s article was very low because John Steinbeck purposely made no differences among the Chinese industrial labor-workers of the late 19th century and the farming labor-workers of the 1930s.  In his article, “The Crisis in Agriculture”, Steinbeck actually was talking about “the crisis in union organization”.
  John Steinbeck was sad about that the Chinese, Japanese, Philippinos, who were striking unsuccessfully in the past.  He said,

… many thousands of Chinese and some Hindus who had been imported for the work.  At about the same time the increase of fruit crops, with their heavy seasonal need for pickers, created a demand for this mass of cheap labor.

The article was published on September 12, 1936, with its topic “Dubious Battle in California: The Crisis in Agriculture” in The Nation.  The subject of the article was the 1930s farming labor-workers, but he actually was talking about the 1870s’ industrial labor workers.  As a fact, the Chinese labor workers whom he refer to were the Chinese railroad workers after 1869.  A Californian history shows, since the complete of transcontinental railroad, most of the Chinese were hired by the agencies of industrial factories.  Those Chinese who worked in the fields were few.  Around the time of the Chinese Exclusion Act 1882 to 1887, in 5 years, the Chinese workers in Santa Clara had dropped, from 3,000 people to only 10.
  More than 90% of the Chinese labor-worker had fled back to their homeland, in China, with their managers of agency.  What John Steinbeck had written in the next sentence of the same paragraph was very different from the historical records.  Steinbeck said in the next sentence: “These people, however, did not long remain on the land.  They migrated to the cities, rented small plots of land there…” The Southern blacks right after Reconstruction did migrated to the cities in the North; they were the children of former slaves rented small plots of land in Chicago or in many other industrial cities in the North.  John Steinbeck in his article, “The Crisis in Agriculture”, portrayed the Chinese labor workers of late 19th century similar to the African-American of post-Reconstruction in the North. 

     The next ethnic group Steinbeck picked up was the Japanese, Steinbeck thought that the Chinese and the Japanese were about the equal powerless strikers, as he said continually, 

To take the place of Chinese, the Japanese were encouraged to come into California; and they even more than the Chinese, showed an ability not only to obtain land for their subsistence but to organize. The ‘Yellow Peril’ agitation was the result.

The article also mentioned about Philippinos, Mexicans, Okies.  Steinbeck made no differences to the various ethnic groups.  In my opinion, the Japanese, of course, were not going to do the strikes.  As I know, the Japanese were the loyalists.  But, the Chinese did strikes and ran away.  There was a style of Philippion-strikers, and there was another style of Mexican-chicken-strikers.  According to the article, “The Crisis in Agriculture”, Steinbeck thought the 1930s’ agricultural labor-workers in Salinas were about the same like the 1870s’ industrial labor-workers, who stroke unsuccessfully.  He thought that the federal relief programs should be able to equalize the living standards of agricultural worker in 1936.  All have something to say about John Steinbeck that he was a Marxist; he portrayed the workers of various ethnic backgrounds with one single mono-tongue (they were the same and they needed federal helps).

A Rare Economy

     Joads’ new working-place was the last spot to say about the depression because the cotton-field economy was not a typical example of the U.S. economy in the 1930s.  The ideology of these two centralists led the depression economy: Herbert Hoover and Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

       Hoover said in his article, “The American Individualism,” in 1922, that the Laissez Faire shouldn’t be in American society because it restricted the individual freedom.
  Yet, the cotton field in California was a different story that the growers continued their commission of Laissez Faire in San Joaquin Valley and Central Valley.  

They were, rather, factories in the fields, cultivated by migratory laborers who miraculously turned up for the harvest and disappeared once the crops were laid by. This agricultural pattern was produced by a combination of land monopolization, the necessity for expensive irrigation, and the availability of a floating supply of cheap migratory labor.

The Industrialized agriculture, where the Okies worked, were some of the exception where the boss rules continued their tyrannies over the fields, and in the fields of this exception, Hoover’s “American Individualism” was inapplicable.

     Truly, the pickers were the poor strikers.  “UCAPAWA's goal of organizing the field workers was an exceedingly difficult one to achieve...”
 In 1932-1936, throughout the strikes, the price of cotton raised from 45 cents to one dollar per one-hundred-pounds.  But, in 1938, the Farmer’s Association caused the federal troops to suppress the strikers.  The strikers never did successfully in the cotton field in the late 1930s.
  Hoover, on the other hand, versed the cooperation with the federal power: the federal government first took the wealth of the great cooperation; and then, shifted it to the businessmen or the house owners.
  Roosevelt further guaranteed the rights of labor workers to bargaining collectively.  San Joaquin Valley was one of few examples where the open shop system continually to attract the cheap labor workers during the depression years.
  As a result, the Okies were the exception of the years that they received the low wages with big smiles.  The Okies weren’t the great stockholders or the house owners, or urban factory workers, they weren’t going down the streets and feeling bad as those the Okies sang in the film.

     The imposing image of the Depression Era by John Steinbeck went even further in Roosevelt’s administration.  The inactive international trade was one of the important reasons for the depression.  In the early 1920s, the U.S. farm production increased from 35% to 75%.  The failure to sell the extra crops in exchanging for some cheap farming-tools overseas, was one of the many causes of the deflation in the early 1930s.  Others, like that we did not buy sufficiently or sell sufficiently with the foreign countries, were also the examples.  As Hoover raised tariffs with Hawley Smooth Act in 1930, the failure of banking system soon followed that the Bank of United States closed down in November 11, 1931.  The U.S. deflation went deeper, since.
 The rising tariffs hurt the U.S. international trades.
  In another word, the lowing down the tariffs will low down the prices of imported items, which I mean, we cheap buy their products and they cheap buy ours.  We did have such a contract with British country in the 1930s.  The capitalization convenient the U.S. trades with the British businessmen that they bought our cottons and we purchased their blue gins, based upon the contracts of low tariff to each other.
  An U.S. History Professor in UCR, Devra Webber, said in her book, The Dark, Sweet, White Gold, that although the economy of cotton field in California was somewhat affected by the depression but the growers were able to keep the open shop to exist: Webber contributed the open shop system, in San Joaquin Valley and in some areas of Central Valley, to the free trades we had with the British companies in the 1930s.  Unlike other production, more cotton was sold to England.  Unlike industrial factories, the fields suffered from labor shortages, in 1936-1938. The imposing image of the cotton fields by John Steinbeck was even more inaccurate in Roosevelt’s administration than in Hoover’s because of the capitalization we had with the British companies.

A Rare People

     The Okies who worked in the fields were the few.  Only 36 percent of Okies worked in the farm.  For most of the Okies, they were the clergies, professors, teachers, and urban middle class workers.
  The rate of Okies who lived in the slums was very low, Keith Windschuttle said in his article “Steinbeck’s Myth of the Okies”.  Most of the Okies, Windschuttle said, were able to save the money and own their own housing after years of working-hard in California.  Soon, it followed that the assimilation to the American society had taken place, taking the Okies as a whole.  Rather, the Okies were superior to the 1870s’ black factory-workers; in general, the cementing under-class did not catch the Okies forever.

     In the film, we saw Joads’ family traveled from place to places, running out of gas, and looking for jobs; not just Joads’ family, as a matter of fact, the moving from place to places was a general trend in the 1930-34.  A large migration population into the cities occurred. “These transients were not migrants in the process of relocating their homes, but a curious collection of migratory workers, tramps, hoboes, and men and women out of work who wandered the country seeking work of any sort.”
  The using Joads’ family to portray the 1930s’ labor workers was inappropriate.  The way the family was moving was not the same like most of the industrial labor workers nationwide. The Joads’ family did move from place to places; but unlike “seeking work of any sort”, the Okies were relocating their homes.

     Another fact we learned from the film was that the New Deal programs were the culture blind programs.  The New Deal programs double added federal supports to an inferior race:

In 1938, local and state authorities would demand that migrants be returned to the states from which they originated and that federal authorities cease distributing relief to Okies in California. These telegrams, on the other hand, asked only that the federal government increase aid to migrants in the San Joaquin Valley so that "work opportunities be made available for the transients to improve the conditions" under which they lived.

In 1939, “after the publication of the Grapes of Wrath, the congress had made the condition of the Okies a blatant fact of American life.”
  The federal government took them as if they were the transient workers.  This is different from what Keith Windschuttle said in his article that, unlike transient workers, the Okies immigration family often contained a young daddy and a young mommy and two young children with its average population 4.2 in each family.  The Okies relocated their home in California.  According to Windschuttle, they became stronger and wealthier later in American society with the strength of hardworking and intelligence by themselves. The New Deal programs treated them as if they were the miserable workers; but, according to Windschuttle, the Okies were by their own strength to the success in California without much having to do with the federal supports.

The Statistics

     The family was rare in the depression era.  Under Hoover and Roosevelt’s administration, the people who hurt the most by the depression were the upper and middle class who lived in the cities, and they were the businessmen, stockholders, the house owners, industrial workers. They were the city dwellers, which moved from place to places:

Rural southern Negroes were moving to northern cities; Appalachian hill-people were relocating in the Midwest's metropolises; unemployed industrial workers were restlessly streaming from city to city in search of work.

But, Okies was one of the few exceptions that the Okies moved from Oklanhoma to San Joaquin Valley.
  The depression years were the most blissful moments for them to get those jobs people didn’t want to as lower wages and hard working in the fields. The statistics as a whole denied the Okies to be the typical example of depression worker.

Conclusion

     What have I to say about the film!  “Originally published in 1939, The Grapes of Wrath remains a widely studied text in both high schools and universities, and the 1940 John Ford film of the book still enjoys healthy sales on videotape and frequent reruns on classic movie shows on cable television.”
  With two progressive presidents and the cultural differences of the Okies, my essay proves the federal relief programs were blind to the ethnic minorities.  Today, with the help from the free speeches and the higher educational opportunities, more and more scholars have found the film was both inaccurate and untruthful.  Not only had it misinterpreted the economical condition of the place, but also the moral values of the Okies.
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