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The Grapes of Wrath 

 

Question 2 Comparative Study 

AO3 
50%  
 

• Consistently developed and consistently detailed understanding of 
the significance and influence of the contexts in which literary texts 
are written and received, as appropriate to the question.  (Can make 
references to other texts read, alongside historical information 
regarding American history, or discuss literary movements: 
modernism, transcendentalism, American romanticism) 
  

AO4 
25%  
 

• Excellent and consistently detailed comparative analysis of the 
relationship between texts: How does this link to The Great Gatsby? 

AO1 
12.5%  
 
 
 
 
AO5 
12.5% 

• Excellent and consistently detailed understanding of 
text and question; well-structured, coherent and 
detailed argument consistently developed; consistently 
fluent and accurate writing in appropriate register; 
critical concepts and terminology used accurately and 
consistently.  
•Judgement consistently informed by exploration of 
different interpretations of texts 
  

 

 

Task 1: Research the following topics and prepare notes for essential contextual information:  

The Harvest Gypsies 

Okies 

WPA 

The Dust Bowl: Cause and Fallout  

The Great Depression: Human Cost and The Legacy 

 

Task 2: Read Chapters 1–5. Think about how the Oklahoma landscape shapes the lives of the people who 

live in it.  

1. What does the setting of the opening scene suggest about the rest of the novel? What does it 

suggest about family structure? 

2. Animals play an important symbolic role throughout this novel. What important qualities does the 

land turtle have as described in Chapter 3? 

3. What opinions does Casy, the former preacher, have about sin and using “bad words”? 

4. How do the tractors operate? What role does the bank play? What power do the small farmers 

have against the banks and the tractors? 
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5. The heroes of The Grapes of Wrath are on the bottom end of the social ladder, their language is 

often vile, their behaviour is sometimes as coarse as their language, and they freely discuss bodily 

functions (which in the 1930s were seldom mentioned in literature). What was Steinbeck’s purpose 

in portraying such unrefined and coarse people? What would be the effect on readers if the Joads 

spoke “proper” English and did not curse? 

Task 3: Read Chapters 6–9 for discussion during the next lesson. Also, research the major characters in 

the novel-Schmoop or LitGuides or Sparknotes: 

1. Who is telling the story, and what is the value of having alternating voices in the narration? 
2. Of what importance is Muley in this story? What’s the difference between being the hunter and 

being the hunted? 
3. What does Chapter 7 imply about used-car salesmen? 
4. What do the faces of the Joad family reveal about them? What are the most important 

characteristics of Ma and Pa and of the grandparents? 
5. How does each member of the family feel about going to California? How does each feel about 

leaving home? What is young Tom’s philosophy for dealing with the future? What does Ma’s 
burning of the old stationary box illustrate? 

 

Task 4: Read Chapters 10–13. Trace the motivations and development of ONE character.  

1. Is the family itself a character in the novel?  
2. Keep track of each character’s way of talking. What particularities do you notice in the phrases, 

word choices, and education of your chosen character?  
 

Task 5: Read Chapters 14–17 and complete the following questions: 

 

1. What is the first unpleasant event that occurs on the Joads’ journey? What does that event portend 
about what lies ahead? 

2. What happens to solidify the family as they drive along? Of what significance is Grampa Joad’s 
death? How does Granma take it? What is Ma’s philosophy of “holdin’ on”? What is the value of 
Casy’s prayer? 

3. What is the function of Chapter 15? What does it imply about businessmen, waitresses, and truck 

drivers? 

4. When the car breaks down, what is significant about Ma’s reaction? How does the mechanical 

difficulty affect the relationship between Tom and Al? 

http://www.shmoop.com/grapes-of-wrath/chart-map.html


5. How does the one-eyed man in the junkyard feel about the owner of the yard? What advice does 

Tom give him? 

6. In the camping area, what information does the ragged man give to Pa about California? What 

effect does that information have on the Joads? 

7. 7. What effect does the nightly camping have on the people heading for California? How does it 

give them strength and power? 

Task 6: Read Chapters 18–19. Think about what California represents to the Joads. Bring to class three 

quotations from the text that examine the Joads’ views of California.  

 

Task 7: Read Chapters 20–21.  

1. Return to your original Joad character from the homework in previous lessons and in TASK 4 
homework. How has this character changed? If your character has died, consider the ways that the 
death has affected other members of the Joad family.  

2. Which members of the Joad family undergo a change in the course of the novel? What causes this 

change? 
3. Does any character fail to evolve? If so, why?  

4. Are the Joads responsible for what happens to them?  

5. How are Tom and Casy, or Ma and Rosasharn, similar? How are they different?  

Task 8: Read Chapters 22–24. Begin thinking about how Steinbeck has organized the events that make 

up the plot, and whether the story so far points to a likely resolution. What are the two most important 

turning points so far in the novel? 

 



Task 9: Read Chapters 25–26. Will the novel end on a tragic or comic note? Can you predict any 

particular tragedy or triumph for a main character?  

 

 

 

 

 



Task 10: Responding to key themes-Read Chapters 27-30. Choose three key themes and trace its 

development through the novel, gathering key quotations. 

 

The alienating nature of technology Steinbeck presents conflicting views. 

In Chapter 5, the tractor is presented as an insect-like destructive force that rapes the land and separates 

its driver both from the land and the community. However, in Chapter 10, Al is described as closely in tune 

with the truck, monitoring it for problems. That close relationship is echoed in Chapter 12, the interchapter 

depicting the migrants’ “flight” along Route 66. Finally, in Chapter 16 Steinbeck gives nearly step-by-step 

instructions in how to replace a con-rod in 1925 Dodge that highlight the men’s intimate relationship with 

the machine. The intimacy that characterized the farmers’ relationship with the land now colors their 

relationship with machines. These alternative attitudes toward technology – intimate and alienating – can 

be found in a number of other works. I’ll suggest three: Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance by 

Robert Pirsig (that dates me); “The Case for Working with Your Hands” by Matthew Crawford, which 

appeared in the May 21, 2009 New York Times Magazine and is adopted from his book The Soulcraft of 

Shop Class,; and “Brain Candy: Is pop culture dumbing us down or smartening us up?” by Malcolm 

Gladwell, which first appeared in The New Yorker. 

The immorality of capitalism  

Throughout the novel, Steinbeck presents an indictment of a capitalist system that allows people to starve, 

exploits them mercilessly and, ultimately, is complicit in their murder. That topic is explored in a number of 

short essays by eminent economists, philosophers and politicians entitled “Does the free market corrode 

moral character?” available at the John Templeton Foundation website. 

The morality of working for the good of the group  

In the novel, Steinbeck charts his characters’ growth from looking after their own self-interests to caring 
for the good of the whole, depicts their movement from “I to We.” This is a topic with a rich tradition in 
American literature from which to draw: Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “Self-Reliance”; the poetry of Walt 
Whitman; aspects of Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. An interesting companion piece 
might be William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, a staple of early high school years with an arresting 
counterpoint to Steinbeck’s view of the group behavior. For an interesting evolutionary biological view, try 
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Natalie Angier’s “Of Altruism, Heroism and Evolution’s Gifts” from the September 18, 2001 New York 
Times.  

There are a number of other lesser topics that can be followed and extracted out of The Grapes of Wrath 
that could make for engaging work: the crippling effects of guilt, sin and shame, as illustrated by Uncle 
John’s condition, the nasty shopkeeper that Ma converts in Chapter 26 and misery-dealing evangelicals; 
the nature of work, both satisfying and alienating, seen, again, in the alienated tractor driver in contrast 
with the pleasures of hefting a pickaxe in Chapter 22; the dangers and uses of anger, providing people with 
the righteous outrage to fight on bookended in the first and penultimate chapters but worrying Ma that it 
will reduce Tom to a “walkin’ chunk a mean-mad”; the advisability of taking life one day at a time and 
going with the flow suggested in Tom’s repeated strategy of just putting one foot in front of another and 
Ma’s ability to ride easily in the truck and adjust to the life changes, the latter explained to Pa in Chapter 
28.  

 

Extension Reading and Research:  

http://www.steinbeckinstitute.org/teacher.html 

Center for Steinbeck Studies, located at San José State University, is the largest Steinbeck archive in the world housing over 

30,000 items including manuscripts, original letters, film memorabilia, and over 800 photographs. This site provides details of 

Steinbeck's life and work, his 1962 Nobel Prize Acceptance Speech, as well as a virtual tour of Steinbeck homes, locations, and 

Steinbeck country, Sources for Further Reading, and more. 

http://nationalgeographic.org/news/grapes-wrath/ 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/apr/14/grapes-of-wrath-75-years-old-more-relevant-than-ever 

http://www.npr.org/2014/04/14/301833421/grapes-of-wrath-is-75-but-its-depictions-of-poverty-are-timeless 

http://time.com/3681409/the-grapes-of-wrath-75-years/ 

http://www.teenink.com/nonfiction/academic/article/512774/Critical-Analysis-of-The-Grapes-of-Wrath-by-John-Steinbeck/ 

 

Other Novels to read: East of Eden, Travels with Charley, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Water for Elephants, Roll of Thunder 

Hear My Cry, To Kill a Mockingbird 
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