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Triumph of the Will:  Redemption in The Grapes of Wrath and East of Eden 


From devastating dust storms to floods of biblical magnitude, few characters in literature face the brutal assault of nature’s wrath to the extent of those in John Steinbeck’s novels.  But instead of giving up on life, many of these characters learn from their struggles to survive and help their fellow man in the process, as seen in Steinbeck’s novels The Grapes of Wrath and East of Eden.  First published at the end of The Great Depression in 1939, The Grapes of Wrath chronicles a farm family from Oklahoma as they journey to California in search of a better life.  Similarly, the epic novel East of Eden focuses on the protagonist’s trek to California, where he endeavors to create a perfect home and family.  The characters in both novels must battle natural disasters and inhospitable terrain, resulting in the death and downfall of many.  However, the characters that survive often do so because of their compassion for others and their perseverance of spirit.  Rather than resigning themselves to their fates, they battle adversity through selfless actions and life-affirming decisions.  In The Grapes of Wrath and East of Eden, Steinbeck uses mythic symbolism, biblical allusions, and motifs related to the setting to convey that the human spirit can triumph, even in the face of nature’s indifference.

