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Introduction

The aim of  this  essay is  to  show the Marxist  features in  John Steinbeck’s  writing,  by 

analysing two of his novels.  The works which are to be examined are  The Grapes of  

Wrath  and Of Mice and Men.  Both these novels are set in California during the Great 

Depression and deal with farm workers' economic hardship. 

By the late 1920s, America had experienced a rapid decline in production and a 

subsequent massive increase in unemployment that affected all strata of the community 

and impoverished their living conditions. The situation for those already struggling to make 

ends meet was rapidly becoming desperate. By the early 1930s the south-western parts of 

The Great Plains were heavily over cultivated and suffered from years of drought. The top 

soil, no longer tied down by roots, was vulnerable to wind erosion and great dust storms 

occurred which devastated the land. By the early 1940s, the area known as The Dust Bowl 

had recovered, but by then several hundreds of thousands of farmers had had to leave 

their  farms, as they were unable to manage their  mortgages.  Many of  them moved to 

California with hopes of jobs and better lives, but the labour market in California during the 

Depression was rapidly overheated, leaving the migrants unemployed and starving.1

In his novel The Grapes of Wrath from 1939, author John Steinbeck describes the 

lives of the poor, landless farm workers in California. This novel tells the general story of 

the hardship of  the thousands of  migrant  workers as well  as the detailed story of  the 

struggle of the Joad family. The living conditions of these migrated workers are miserable, 

filled with hunger, homelessness and despair. This stands in sharp contrast to the lives of 

the great land owners who profit from the surplus of workers and thereby increase their 

own wealth.  Of Mice and Men from 1937 has a similar setting: the lives of migrant farm 

workers in California during the Depression, but at a time when jobs were easier to come 

by. The two odd friends George and Lennie, travel together to wherever there is work, 

while dreaming of eventually being able to buy a little farm of their own. This novel also 

deals with farm workers' alienation from other people and from their labour, as well as the 

differences in living conditions and conflicts between the workers and the land owners. 

The struggle for, and dreams of, a better life is focused upon in Of Mice and Men as well 

as in The Grapes of Wrath. The conflict between the Haves and the Have-Nots during the 

Depression, and the workers' fight for the chances of and rights to a better life, reflects in 

1 Claudia Durst Johnson, Understanding The Grapes of Wrath: A Student casebook to Issues, Sources, 
and Historical Documents. (1999; Westport and London: Greenwood Press) 25-35, 77-79

2



many ways the content of The Manifesto of the Communist Party, written by Karl Marx and 

Friedrich Engels in 1848. 

This essay aims at analysing the Marxist features in the two previously mentioned 

novels by John Steinbeck. The assertion that Marxism was an influence on Steinbeck's 

writing will be supported by comparisons of the novels The Grapes of Wrath and Of Mice 

and Men with The Manifesto of the Communist Party2. The main secondary source used is 

Keith  M.  Booker's  A  Practical  Introduction  to  Literary  Theory  and  Criticism3.  For  the 

historical background and biographical facts the main sources are Jay Parini's Steinbeck:  

a biography4 and Claudia Durst Johnson's two works Understanding The Grapes of Wrath 

and  Understanding Of Mice and Men5.  The first  chapter of this essay explains Marxist 

literary  theory.  The  following  analysis  is  divided  into  five  chapters  where  key  Marxist 

concepts are explained and exemplified by using Steinbeck's two texts. Chapter two deals 

with the concept of class and the class conflict between the proletariat and bourgeoisie. 

Chapter three contains an analysis of the importance of owning and feeling a connection 

to your land. Chapter four deals with the three concepts of alienation, commodification and 

reification that occur when the sense of connection to your work and your land is lost, and 

your labour is only regarded as a commodity. Chapter five deals with the importance of a 

workers' organisation and how this is differently portrayed in the novels, and chapter six 

deals with the question of whether there is any evidence of a quest for, or an urge to, a 

revolutionary outcome in Steinbeck's texts. The final chapter discusses how Marxism is 

reflected in Steinbeck's style of writing. 

2 John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (1939; New York: Penguin Books 1992),
John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men, (1937; New York: Penguin Books 1994),
Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party (1848) Retrieved  from 
<http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/>

3 M. Keith Booker, A Practical Introduction to Literary Theory and Criticism (New York: Longman 1996)
4 Jay Parini, Steinbeck: a biography (1994; London: Heinemann)
5 Claudia Durst Johnson, Understanding The Grapes of Wrath: A Student casebook to Issues, Sources, 

and Historical Documents. (1999; Westport and London: Greenwood Press) ,
Claudia Durst Johnson, Understanding Of Mice and Men, The Red Pony, and The Pearl: A Student 
Casebook to Issues, Sources, and Historical Documents (1997; Westport and London: Greenwood 
Press)
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Autobiographical note on the author

John Steinbeck was born in 1902 in Salinas Valley, California, where he lived most of his 

life and where many of his novels are set. After high school, Steinbeck attended Stanford 

University  for  five  years  intermittently  between 1919  and  1925,  but  without  earning  a 

degree. Even though Steinbeck was raised in a middle class environment, many of his 

works focus on the working class and their reality. Steinbeck got first hand experience 

from the world when working as a hired hand at ranches during summer breaks in school 

and  when  supporting  himself  with  manual  odd  jobs  while  writing  in  New  York  and 

California during the 1920s and 1930s.6

After 1935 and the publishing of his novel Tortilla Flat, Steinbeck could fully support 

himself  by  writing,  but  until  then  he  had  to  take  different  manual  jobs.  The  fact  that 

Steinbeck himself was a labourer, and that he also for two years lived and worked with a 

migrant  group  on  the  move  from  the  Great  Plains  to  California,  contributed  to  the 

authenticity of his depiction of the working class' and the migrants' situation during this 

economically harsh time. The three novels In Dubious Battle, Of Mice and Men, and The 

Grapes of Wrath deal with the hardships of workers in California, and show Steinbeck's, 

for the time, radical political opinions. The two later novels became immediate successes 

both with readers and critics and Steinbeck was in 1940 granted the Pulitzer Prize and The 

National Book Award for The Grapes of Wrath. However, the novels also became targets 

for  massive  protest  and  controversy  due  to  the  unflattering  portrayals  of  the  different 

groups of  people depicted,  and due to the book's  left  wing sympathies.  The Farmers' 

Association contributed to The Grapes of Wrath being banned in several counties, officially 

due to obscenity and foul language, and in Salinas the book was even burned.7

Steinbeck's radical writing not only rendered public outrage and negative press, but 

made him, together with his association with left  wing people, a target for government 

interest during that era when fear of communists and revolution was common in the USA. 

His involvement with radical writers like Lincoln Steffens and Ella Winter contributed to him 

becoming a member of John Reed Club, which supported left wing and Marxist writers and 

artists.8  The FBI was interested in his activities and connections with communists between 
6 Jay Parini, Steinbeck: a biography (1994; London: Heinemann) 11-67, 101-119.
7 "John (Ernst) Steinbeck." Contemporary Authors Online. Detroit: Gale, 2004. Literature Resource Center. 

Gale. Lulea Universitetsbiblioteket. Retrieved from 
<http://go.galegroup.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CH1000094705&v=2.1&u=
swed61599&it=r&p=LitRC&sw=w&authCount=1> 2009-04-01,
Parini 280 ff.

8  Virginia Hagelstein Marquardt, "New Masses' and John Reed Club Artists, 1926-1936: Evolution of 
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1936 and 1965, and when Carol Steinbeck, his first wife, signed up as a communist in 

1938 and  The Grapes of Wrath was edited in 1939, the FBI scrutiny of John Steinbeck 

increased.9 In 1943, Steinbeck was also considered ideologically unqualified for military 

service by Army Intelligence due to his involvement with communists. Steinbeck openly 

complained  about  the  government  interest  in  him and the  discrediting  of  him and his 

writing,  and subsequently opposed McCarthyism generally.  In a letter  to United States 

Attorney General Francis Biddle in 1942 he wrote: "Do you suppose you could ask Edgar's 

boys  to  stop  stepping  on  my  heels?  They  think  I  am  an  enemy  alien.  It  is  getting 

tiresome".10 FBI denied investigating Steinbeck, since 'under investigation' was a technical 

term used for seeking evidence related to a specific crime.

 However,  despite  the fact  that  The Grapes of  Wrath became one of  the most 

commonly banned books in America, it also became one of the most read, praised and 

translated of its time.11 In 1962, six years before his death, Steinbeck was honoured with 

the Nobel Prize for literature, according to many critics largely because of The Grapes of  

Wrath, and the Swedish Academy stated that he was awarded the prize “...for his realistic 

as well as imaginative writings, distinguished by a sympathetic humour and a keen social 

perception.”12

Ideology, Subject Matter, and Style". The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts (Spring 1989): 56-
75. Retrieved 2009-04-05 from <http://www.jstor.org/pss/1504057>
Parini 203 ff.

9 "Memorandum to Mr DeLoach" Retrieved from <http://www.thesmokinggun.com/archive/steinbeck1.html> 
2009-04-01,  
"Memorandum to Mr DeLoach" Retrieved from <http://www.thesmokinggun.com/archive/steinbeck2.html> 
2009-04-01,
Parini 267 ff.

10 "Memorandum to Mr DeLoach" Retrieved from <http://www.thesmokinggun.com/archive/steinbeck1.html> 
2009-04-01

11  "John (Ernst) Steinbeck." Contemporary Literary Criticism Select. Detroit: Gale, Literature Resource 
Center. Gale. Lulea Universitetsbiblioteket. Retrieved from 
<http://go.galegroup.com.proxy.lib.ltu.se/ps/i.do?action=interpret&id=GALE%7CH1107530000&v=2.1&u=
swed61599&it=r&p=LitRC&sw=w&authCount=1> 2009-04-01

12 "The Nobel Prize in Literature 1962 - Presentation Speech". Retrieved from 
<http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1962/press.html> 2009-04-01
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1. Marxist literary theory 

Marxist  literary  theory  is  derived  form the  works  of  the  German economist  Karl  Marx 

(1818-1883)  and  his  fundamental  ideas  that  the  material  conditions  of  life  determine 

ideology, and not vise versa, which had been the traditional political philosophy. In his 

materialistic stance, Marx argues that the 'base' of a society is the economic system, while 

other aspects of society, such as politics, ideology, culture, religion, et cetera, constitute a 

'superstructure'  which  is  dependent  on  the  base.13 However,  according  to  Marx  this 

connection is not static, but a 'dialectical'  one. The meaning and consequences of that 

statement is that  a change in the economic conditions can lead to political  and social 

changes.  In  his  era  capitalism and  mass production  had  been  made  possible  by  the 

division of labour, and Marx meant that this division of labour led to the development of a 

class  society,  where  the  socio-economic  living  conditions  revealed  vast  differences 

between classes. The needs of the two separate classes the 'bourgeoisie', a small elite 

class which holds the means of production, and the 'proletariat', the large working class, 

are in conflict. Marx thus argues that this dialectical materialism will lead to a development 

in  ideology  and  to  a  new  historical  stage  through  class  struggle  and  eventually  a 

proletarian revolution.14 

Furthermore, Marx considered literature, like all culture, as a reflection of society 

and  the  political  and  socio-economic  conditions.  The  study  of  culture  thus  gives 

information  about  society  as  a  whole,  and  in  literature  both  style  and  content  are 

interesting aspects to analyse. True literature should, according to the Hungarian Marxist 

theorist Georg Lukács, contribute to public enlightenment. Moreover, Lukács argues that 

realism is the only narrative style that is able to mirror the totality of a social order and the 

historical environment, and that such literature contributes to developing a new proletarian 

consciousness. Opposed to naturalism, critical realism describes from the standpoint of a 

participant instead of only narrating events from the standpoint of an observer.15

13 M. Keith Booker, A Practical Introduction to Literary Theory and Criticism (New York: Longman 1996) 71.
14 Booker 72.
15 Booker 75. 

Moyra Haslett, Marxist Literary and Cultural Theories (London: Macmillan 2000) 88-93.
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2. Classes and class conflict

The concept of classes and class conflict is central to Marxist theory. According to Marx' 

and Engels'  the era of industrialisation created a division and conflict  between the two 

classes,  bourgeois  and  proletarians,  a  conflict  which  constitutes  the  main  core  of  the 

Marxist  ideology.  People  are  divided  into  two  classes:  those  who  own  the  means  of 

production and those who work for the owners. The interests between the two new classes 

are in conflict, where the latter group benefits at the expense of the workers. The farmers 

set the conditions for the workers, by deciding their opportunities of labour and the wages. 

In  The  Communist  Manifesto it  is  written:  "Our  epoch  [...]  has  simplified  class 

antagonisms.  Society as a whole  is  more and more splitting  up into two great  hostile 

camps, into two great classes directly facing each other - Bourgeoisie and Proletariat."16 

Marx and Engels also describe how the bourgeoisie has centralised the owning of land 

and production: "The bourgeoisie keeps more and more doing away with the scattered 

state of the population, of the means of production, and of property. It has agglomerated 

population, centralized the means of production, and has concentrated property in a few 

hands.17 

This  correlates  well  with  Steinbeck's  writings  about  this  new  class  division  of 

society. In  The Grapes of Wrath the main characters are small farmers who have been 

driven off their land due to debts owed to the banks. The land is taken over by large-scale 

farmers and companies with no connection to, or feeling for, the land. The old landscape 

of  small  farms  is  transformed  into  large,  industrialised  farming  with  employed  tractor 

drivers doing the sowing and the harvesting mechanically. The social class of the small 

farmers is becoming extinct, and instead there is a division between the two new classes 

of  society;  the  employing landowners,  and  the  farm workers.  Steinbeck  describes  the 

development of large scale farming: "No matter how clever, how loving a man might be 

with earth and growing things, he could not survive if he was not also a good shopkeeper. 

And as time went on, the business men had the farms, and the farms grew larger, but 

there were fewer of them. Now farming became industry [...]"18 

Furthermore,  Steinbeck  addresses  the  conflict  between  the  new  classes  by 

describing the hard work and the low wages the workers are forced to accept in order to 

16 Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party (1848) Retrieved  from 
<http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/> chapter 1.

17 Marx & Engels chapter 1.
18 John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (1939; New York: Penguin Books 1992) 316.
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survive and to feed their children. Like Marx and Engels, Steinbeck does not express any 

explicit  critique  against  the  actual  hard  labour,  but  more  against  the  exploitation  of 

labourers  and  the  conflict  it  generates.  The  owners  depend  on  the  labourer  for  their 

productivity but want the cost to be as low as possible, keeping wages down and thus 

fomenting discontent. "When there was work for a man, ten men fought for it - fought with 

a low wage. If that fella'll work for thirty cents, I'll work for twenty-five. If he'll take twenty-

five, I'll do it for twenty. No, me, I'm hungry. I'll work for fifteen. I'll work for food. [...] And 

this was good, for wages went down and prices stayed up."19

Moreover, this concept of class and class conflict is also presented in Of Mice and 

Men,  where  Steinbeck  lets  the  old  swamper  Candy tell  the  new arrivals  George  and 

Lennie that it is better not to get involved with Curley or his wife. Curley is the owner's son 

and a man with a short temper and good boxing skills, which he likes to practice on big 

guys especially. Since Curley is the boss' son, he is most likely to win his fights as the 

workers do not want to risk their jobs by defeating him or by complaining about him using 

foul means when boxing. The workers know that if conflict would arise, their word would 

mean little against Curley's: "He just don't give a damn. Won't ever get canned 'cause his 

old man's the boss."20 George tries to explain this further for Lennie,  by repeating the 

message: "He's the boss's son. Look, Lennie. You try keep away from him, will you? Don't 

never speak to him."21 

In  addition;  Curley's  wife,  bored  with  country  life  and  looking  for  company and 

drama, causes further conflict by flirting with the workers. Again George wants Lennie to 

understand the danger for someone of their status socialising outside their class: "Don't 

you even take a look at that bitch. I don't care what she says and what she does. I seen 

'em poison before, but I never seen no piece of jail bait worse than her. You leave her 

be."22

19 Steinbeck (1939) 387.
20 John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men, (1937; New York: Penguin Books 1994) 28.
21 Steinbeck (1937) 31.
22 Steinbeck (1937) 33.
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3. Owning land

Owning  the  means  of  production,  such  as  farm  land,  is  the  fundamental  difference 

between  the  classes  and  at  the  focus  of  the  characters  in  Steinbeck's  two  novels. 

Steinbeck considered land ownership as a cornerstone of  democracy and a means to 

equality.23 Marx  and  Engels  write  negatively  about  the  struggle  of  the  middle  class, 

including small manufacturers, shopkeepers and peasants, to fight the new class system 

and preserving their own status. According to Marx and Engels, the aim of clinging to that 

past is hopeless since the development of the proletariat and the bourgeoisie is inevitable, 

and that they are better off by allying themselves with the new working class and working 

together for the destruction of the class system as a whole. Marx and Engels are critical 

against this group if they are passive and continue to create a reactionary force, working 

against  revolution.24 "The  “dangerous  class”,  [lumpenproletariat]  the  social  scum,  that 

passively rotting mass thrown off by the lowest layers of the old society, may, here and 

there,  be  swept  into  the  movement  by  a  proletarian  revolution;  its  conditions  of  life, 

however, prepare it far more for the part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue." 25

In The Grapes of Wrath, the parents in the Joad family dream of having their own 

farm again, to own a little piece of land in the fertile California. They are, to start with, not 

ready to let go of the dream of a new farm, and adapting to the new system of paid labour. 

"If we all get jobs an' all work - maybe we can get one of them little white houses."26 Ma' 

Joad says, clinging to her dream but anticipating the difficulties. The daughter Rose of 

Sharon and her husband Connie are less interested in farming, and more interested in 

moving into town and taking a good job in a store or a factory, buying new modern things, 

and eventually run their own shop. "An' we'll live in town an' go to pitchers whenever, an' - 

well, I'm gonna have a 'lectric iron, an' the baby'll have all the new stuff."27, Rose of Sharon 

dreams. On the contrary, the son Tom is more realistic and sceptical about the Eden-like 

picture that is painted of California. Once there he also sees whereto the development is 

heading and instead tries to influence the conditions for the labourers' future, taking the 

red ex-preacher Jim Casy's ideas to heart. During the novel, the Joads learn that the old 

days are gone and that becoming part of the dying middle class, whether as a small farmer 

or a shopkeeper, is only a dream and that strength and a chance at a better life comes 
23 Durst Johnson (1997) 68.
24 Marx & Engels chapter 1.
25 Marx & Engels chapter 1.
26 Steinbeck (1939) 124.
27 Steinbeck (1939) 224.
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through union. The Joad family, extended beyond only biological members, help others in 

need even when they have almost nothing to give, and work together with other families to 

survive. 

The longing for land, and the independence it would mean, is also at focus in  Of 

Mice and Men. The main characters George and Lennie, like many other ranch workers, 

dream of once being able to save up for a farm of their own: " 'Someday - we're gonna get 

the jack together and we're gonna have a little house and a couple of acres an' a cow and 

some pigs and —— ' 'An' live off the fatta the lan' "28 Having your own farm symbolises 

power over your own life, being able to decide when to work or not, and consequently 

being your own master and the freedom that it brings. " 'S'pose they was a carnival or a 

circus come to town, or a ball game, or any damn thing.' [...] 'We'd just go to her,' George 

said. 'We wouldn't ask nobody if we could.' "29 For most men, acquiring your own piece of 

land is only a dream, but for Lennie and George the dream has a real potential by bringing 

in Candy, who has money, on the plans. Suddenly George realises that the dream that he 

has had, and whose details he has also transferred to Lennie through their repetitive story-

telling, has a true chance of being implemented. However, the stable buck Crooks is blasé 

and has a more pessimistic view after seeing the same dream being destroyed for so 

many men before them: "I seen hunderds of men come by on the road and on the ranches 

[...] an' every damn one of'em's got a little piece of land in his head. An' never a God damn 

one of'em ever gets it. Just like heaven. Ever'body wants a little piece of lan'. [...] Nobody 

never gets to heaven, and nobody gets no land."30 Crooks of course foretells the future 

with this statement, and the American dream is crushed for George (and Candy) when 

Lennie is killed. The companionship is broken, and consequently so is also the realisation 

of their plans. Plans, which might have been fulfilled, if the men had stuck together. Also 

George learns the hard way, like the Joad family, that to succeed men need to be united. 

The dream of your own piece of land also embodies the dream of getting roots and 

a sense of belonging, which stands in sharp contrast to the alienation of the travelling life 

of many farm workers. As George expresses it: "I'd have my own little place, an' I'd be 

bringin' in my own crops, 'stead of doin' all the work and not getting what comes up outta 

the ground."31

28 Steinbeck (1937) 16.
29 Steinbeck (1937) 61.
30 Steinbeck (1937) 73.
31 Steinbeck (1937) 40.
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4. Alienation, commodification and reification

These three concepts are linked together and are, according to Marxists, caused by the 

new economic system of capitalism and a free competitive market.

4.1 Alienation
With industrialism came the division of labour, where a worker no longer participated in all 

the different stages in producing a commodity. Instead a worker performed only one of the 

many tasks involved, and where working along a conveyor belt is the absolute extreme. 

Marx and Engels meant that the consequence of this new way of organising work was 

alienation. The workers will be separated not only from the product of their own labour, 

which leads to alienation from themselves, they will also be alienated from each other and 

society as a whole, due to this fragmentation of working life. Marx and Engels describe 

how industrialisation and division of labour alienate the man from his work. When manual 

work is replaced by machines the small farmer loses contact with his labour, and ”...the 

work of the proletarians has lost all individual character, and, consequently, all charm for 

the workman. He becomes an appendage of the machine, and it is only the most simple, 

most  monotonous,  and  most  easily  acquired  knack,  that  is  required  of  him."32 The 

Communist  Manifesto also  contains  negative  opinions  concerning  how  the  industry 

subjugates nature with machines and chemicals.33 

The same process and views are expressed by Steinbeck on several occasions in 

his novels. In  The Grapes of Wrath the tractor- and caterpillar drivers are portrayed as 

mechanic  creatures,  de-humanised  by  their  face  masks,  only  performing  their  tasks 

without love for working the land. The machines sow, fertilise and harvest in strict lines and 

"No hand had touched the seed, or lusted for the growth. Men ate what they had not 

raised,  had  no  connection  with  the  bread.  The  land  bore  under  iron,  and  under  iron 

gradually died."34 

The separation between production and consumption is also up for debate in  Of 

Mice and Men, when the men talk about not staying in one place long enough to see the 

result of their labour. Most men travel around the country, moving from job to job, only 

performing the one type of seasonal work task per ranch, thus sowing at one place and 

later harvesting at another. George and Lennie long for the change a farm of their own 

32 Marx & Engels chapter 1.
33 Marx & Engels chapter 1.
34 Steinbeck (1939) 48-49.
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would mean: "We'd jus' live there. We'd belong there. [...] An’ when we put in a crop, why, 

we'd be there to take the crop up. We'd know what come of our planting."35 

When forced to leave their land and taking paid jobs, it becomes very important for 

Ma Joad in The Grapes of Wrath to keep her family together. Throughout the novel, she 

lets  it  become obvious that  staying together  is  the answer to  how to stay out  of  total 

despair.  With the loss of  connection to  your  land and to your  work,  it  becomes more 

important to conserve the connection to people, in order to prevent further alienation. Ma 

Joad is dismayed when she hears Rose of Sharon's dream of living in the city with her 

husband, and she tries to convince Tom not to leave the family to go off alone even though 

his presence could put them all in danger.36 " '...going away ain't gonna ease us. It's gonna 

bear us down.' And she went on, 'They was the time when we was on the lan'. They was a 

boundary to us then.  [...]  We're crackin'  up,  Tom. There ain't  no fambly now. [...]  Got 

nothin' to trus'. Don' go, Tom. Stay an' help.' "37

 Most workers travel  alone, which also leads to alienation,  according to Booker. 

Staying together like Lennie and George is unusual, and their companionship is one of the 

most important themes in  Of Mice and Men.  The odd couple raises surprise with other 

men  and  George's  motives  for  travelling  with  Lennie  and  helping  him  to  jobs  are 

questioned. George,  unwilling  or  unable  to  explain  their  companionship,  lies  to  get  a 

legitimate reason for looking out for Lennie and says they are cousins.38 However, the two 

of them together, have no problem with defining their need for one another: " 'Guys like us, 

that work on ranches, are the loneliest guys in the world. They got no family. They don't 

belong no place.' [...] 'With us it ain't like that. We got a future. We got somebody to talk to 

that  gives a damn about  us.'  "39 Furthermore,  when talking about  men being lonely, a 

quote that appears several times in the novel, partially or in whole, and always in italics: 

"But not us! An' why? Because...because I got you to look after me, and you got me to 

look after you..."40 The stable buck Crooks, the only black man at the ranch, living in his 

own room and not  wanted in the other  work men's quarters,  has also understood the 

importance of companionship. Being somewhat of an outcast at the farm, Crooks too longs 

for  companionship  even  though  he  is  not  travelling  but  stationed,  and  realises  the 

negativity of alienation from others: "'A guy needs somebody - to be near him.' He whined, 

35 Steinbeck (1937) 58. 
36 Steinbeck (1939) 224, 536.
37 Steinbeck (1939) 536.
38 Steinbeck (1937) 24.
39 Steinbeck (1937) 15.
40 Steinbeck (1937) 15, 103
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'A guy goes nuts if  he ain't  got nobody. [...] I tell  ya a guy gets too lonely an' he gets 

sick.'"41 Crooks' alienation from others is shown when he, instead of showing compassion 

and  companionship  with  Lennie,  Candy  and  Curley's  wife  when  they  reveal  their 

weaknesses, tries to make himself stronger by mocking them. He has for a long time been 

so alienated from others that he has a hard time feeling and showing solidarity when he is 

given the opportunity.42

4.2 Commodification and reification
According to Marx, in the system of capitalism, commodities are valued for their price and 

their exchange value on the open market, and not for their user value. The labour ability of 

a person is also considered a commodity, bought and sold at a specific value. This leads 

to the 'commodification' of humans and adds to their alienation. Furthermore, the Marxist 

critic Georg Lukács develops this by claiming that all aspects of human life are converted 

into things, a phenomena he calls 'reification'. This leaves the human fragmented, with a 

loss  of  coherence,  thus  adding  even  more  to  the  alienation.43 In  the  early  days  of 

industrialisation, before labour legislation, a worker was considered as any other goods, 

was valued from his ability to work, and there were often different wages for men, women 

and children, unless they got piece wages. In  The Manifesto, it  is written that: "All  are 

instruments of labour, more or less expensive to use, according to their age and sex."44 

and  "...all  the  family  ties  among  the  proletarians  are  torn  asunder,  and  their  children 

transformed into simple articles of commerce and instruments of labour."45

Marx and Engels as well as Steinbeck compare the new socioeconomic era with the 

old  Rome,  with  its  classes of  free  men and slaves.  In  The Communist  Manifesto the 

proletarians are described as any other commodity exposed to free competition, where 

supply and demand set the value and the bourgeois try to maximise their own profit.46 In 

The Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck writes: "...the owners followed Rome [...] They imported 

slaves, although they did not call them slaves: Chinese, Japanese, Mexicans, Filipinos. 

They live on rice and beans [...] They don't need much."47 The imported labour and the 

American  workers,  already too  many,  competed for  the  few jobs offered which  led  to 

wages being pressed down.  There was always someone willing to work for  less,  until 
41 Steinbeck (1937) 72.
42 Steinbeck (1937) 66-82.
43 Booker 74.
44 Marx & Engels chapter 1.
45 Marx & Engels chapter 2.
46 Marx & Engels chapter 1.
47 Steinbeck (1939) 316.
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people were working for food only. Steinbeck continues to write that the farmer "...paid the 

men, and sold them food, and took the money back. And after a while he did not pay the 

men at  all."48 The Joads experience  this  when wages are  kept  low but  prices go up, 

especially at the small shops at the farms, where farm workers with no gas money are 

forced to buy their supplies. All of the family works for a whole day, and still Ma has trouble 

paying for supper with their wages. Marx and Engels writes: "No sooner is the exploitation 

of the labourer by the manufacturer, so far, at an end, that he receives his wages in cash, 

than he is set upon by the other portions of the bourgeoisie, the landlord, the shopkeeper, 

the pawnbroker, etc."49

Lennie in Of Mice and Men serves as a good example of commodification. His value 

is high since he is big and strong, and his mental disability is not regarded when the boss 

is hiring him. George knows this and tells the boss:”‘He’s a good skinner. He can rassel 

grain bags, drive a cultivator.  He can do anything.  Just give him a try.'  [...]  'Oh! I  ain't 

saying he's bright.  He ain't.  But he's a God damn good worker.  He can put up a four 

hundred pound bale.'  "50 On the contrary,  the characters Candy and Crooks have low 

value due to old age and physical  disabilities.  Both of them are aware that  they most 

probably have a limited time left as employed workers at the ranch due to their decreasing 

strength, and hence their decreasing value. When they get too slow, or unable, to fulfil 

their  tasks  they  will  no  longer  be  offered  to  continue  working.  Candy  expresses  his 

misgivings: "'They'll can me purty soon. Jus' as soon as I can't swamp out no bunk houses 

they'll put me on the county.'"51 He is devastated over the killing of his old dog who has 

been his companion for a long time, and sees the parallel to his own faith: When you no 

longer can do the job, you are just replaced by a new worker, as you were any other worn 

out commodity: "'You seen what they done to my dog tonight? They says he wasn't no 

good to himself nor nobody else. When they can me here I wisht somebody'd shoot me. 

But they won't do nothing like that. I wont have no place to go, an' I can't get no more 

jobs.'"52  Charlotte Cook Hadella also uses the Marxist vocabulary when analysing the farm 

workers' situation, calling them "expendable commodities" in conflict with the ranch owner, 

his son and the entire social structure.53

48 Steinbeck (1939) 317.
49 Marx & Engels, chapter 1
50 Steinbeck (1937) 24.
51 Steinbeck (1937) 60.
52 Steinbeck (1937) 60.
53 Charlotte Cook Hadella, Of Mice and Men: A Kinship of Powerlessness. 1995; New York: Twayne 

Publishers) 7.
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5. Workers' organisation

According  to  Marx  and  Engels,  it  is  during  the  stage  when  workers  are  considered 

commodities that the workers start to organise themselves. In the beginning, the struggle 

for better working conditions is carried out by individual workers, later by workers in the 

same working place. This evolves further by the organisation of labourers within the same 

trade at one location. The workers are still scattered over the country, competing against 

each other, but this competition also accelerates the need to unite against the employers 

to keep the wages up. At first the companies split them up, but "Thereupon, the workers 

begin to form combinations (Trade's Unions) against the bourgeois; they club together in 

order to keep up the rate of wages; they found permanent associations in order to make 

provision beforehand for these occasional revolts. Here and there, the contest breaks out 

into riots."54 

These attempts to unite is also portrayed in The Grapes of Wrath, foremost through 

the character Jim Casy's agitation for better working conditions for, and unification of, the 

working class.  He meets  Tom Joad again  at  a peach farm, where the Joad family is 

working hard to get money for food. It turns out that Jim Casy is leading a strike to keep 

the piece wages up to 5 cents, but as soon as the strike is busted by the guards the wages 

drop to 2.5 cents. Casy is upset to hear that the Joads and the other strike-breakers would 

work  for  the  lower  wages.  "Tell  'em  they're  starvin'  us  an'  stabbin'  theirself  in  the 

back.’Cause sure as cowflops she'll drop to two an' a half jus' as soon as they clear us 

out."55 Later, after Casy has been killed, Tom is determined to take up Casy's cause, and 

expresses his opinion on the importance of organisation by quoting the Bible: " 'Two are 

better than one, because they have a good reward for their labour For if they fall, the one 

will lif' up his fellow, but woe to him that is alone when he falleth, for he hath not another to 

help him up.' "56 And he continues to refer to a group of men in prison with Casy, who all 

united to complain about the food they were getting. When one man complained nothing 

happened, but when all of them yelled their demands were met. Tom sees the parallel to 

the family's and all other migrant farm workers' situation, and the inequality with the land 

owners. "I been thinkin' a hell of a lot, thinkin' about our people livin' like pigs, an' the good 

rich lan' layin'  fallow, or maybe one fella with a million acres, while a hunderd thousan' 

good farmers is starvin'. An' I been wonderin' if all our folks got together an' yelled, like 

54 Marx & Engels chapter 1.
55 Steinbeck (1939) 523.
56 Steinbeck (1939) 570.
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them fellas yelled..." 57 

The  government  camps,  ruled  and  organised  by  the  workers,  are  considered 

democratic. The campers elect their own committee that sets the laws and keep order. If 

the rules are broken by a camper,  two warnings are issued before the law breaker is 

kicked out from the camp. Camping is free of charge if you participate in keeping order, 

cleaning and looking after  each other's kids.  However, these camps are feared by the 

Farmers' Association, since they give the workers the opportunity to get organised and 

strengthen them in their  unification for high wages, and sabotage is attempted against 

them.58 Steinbeck stresses the importance of helping each other instead of competing, and 

the fact that there is strength in numbers: "Fella organizin' for the union was a-talkin' out on 

the road. He says we could do that any place. Jus' stick together. They ain't raisin' hell with 

no two hundred men. They're pickin' on one man."59

In  Of  Mice  and  Men,  Steinbeck  does  not  explicitly  comment  on  workers' 

organisation or trade unions. However, in this novel he also illustrates the importance of 

men sticking up for each other and helping out in conflict with the employer. When Lennie 

injures the boss' son Curley, in a fight started unprovoked by the latter, the men in the 

bunk house stand up for Lennie in order to protect him from being fired or reported to the 

police. Even though the men find George's and Lennie's solidarity to one another strange, 

and at first  are a bit  suspicious towards George's feeling of responsibility to look after 

Lennie, they still feel solidarity when it comes to a conflict with the employers. The men 

threaten Curley not to tell what really happened, and one of them urges: " 'I think you got 

your han' caught in a machine. If  you don't  tell  nobody what happened, we ain't  going 

to.'"60 

With a closer unification, the quest for change accelerated. Claudia Durst Johnson 

concludes in her analysis of The Grapes of Wrath: "The poor and the dispossessed were 

going to learn that power came in unionizing - power that could be turned against the 

system and the people who profited from abusing those who had lost everything."61

57 Steinbeck (1939) 571.
58 Steinbeck (1939) 389-407.
59 Steinbeck (1939) 488.
60 Steinbeck (1937) 64.
61 Durst Johnson (1999) 11.
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6. Revolution?

The  aim  of  Marxism,  and  the  result  of  the  development  of  large  scale  industry,  is 

revolution. When workers are exploited to their maximum they are forced to organise and 

subsequently fight for their rights.  This means, according to Marx and Engels, that the 

bourgeois, by creating competition between workers, are pushing labourers to unification 

and  cooperation  against  them,  thus  creating  the  bourgeois'  own  destruction:  "The 

development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under its feet the very foundation on 

which  the  bourgeoisie  produces  and  appropriates  products.  What  the  bourgeoisie 

therefore produces,  above all,  are its  own grave-diggers.  Its fall  and the victory of  the 

proletariat  are  equally  inevitable."62 One  big  difference  between  the  Marxism  in  The 

Communist Manifesto and Steinbeck's writing is that while Marx and Engels claim that the 

organisation of the workers will result in a revolution, Steinbeck never mentions explicitly 

that  revolution  is  unavoidable.  Furthermore,  Steinbeck  himself  claimed  not  to  be 

revolutionary, but merely wanting public attention to the despair he portrayed. In addition, 

in  Of Mice and Men, there are no insinuations of revolution. However, in  The Grapes of 

Wrath, there are indications of the desire for a new order, and of what may come when 

workers have had enough of hardship:

Firstly,  Steinbeck  devotes  the  entire  chapter  14  in  The  Grapes  of  Wrath  to 

foreshadowing a change in the system of capitalism, and comparing the changing times 

with America's revolutionary history. The new system is not explicitly described, but the 

message is about solidarity and unification. According to Stephen Railton, "It is certainly 

socialistic,  yet  a  goal  of  the  novel  is  to  suggest  that  a  socialized  democracy  is  as 

quintessentially American as the individualistic dream it will replace."63Critics have argued 

whether Steinbeck's intention was to trigger actual  social  change, or if  his aim was to 

change the minds of people. Railton argues that: "Organized, militant action is not at the 

center of Steinbeck's program for apocalyptic change. His concern is with consciousness. 

That is where the most meaningful revolution must occur."64

Secondly, The Joad family praises the government camps, ruled and maintained by 

the workers themselves, and where the ordinary police have no authority.  The camps, 

which  are  depicted  as  well-organised  and  democratic,  are  worrying  the  Farmers' 

62 Marx & Engels chapter 1.
63 Stephen Railton, 'Pilgrims' Politics: Steinbeck's Art of Conversion.' In Wyatt, David (ed.) New Essays on 

The Grapes of Wrath. (1990; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) 28.
64 Railton 34.
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Association,  since the camps are giving  workers the opportunity to  unite  and become 

organised. This has already been described in chapter 5. The associated farmers’ fear of 

these camps is so grave, that they make attempts to sabotaging the order and getting 

campers arrested. 65

Thirdly, Steinbeck writes about how the future may bring conflict and uprising if the 

inequality continues, and that the land owners are aware of the threat posed by the hungry 

and the poor:

"[...] scurrying to find work to do - to lift, to push, to pick, to cut - anything, any 

burden to bear, for food. [...] the owners hated them because the owners knew 

they were soft and the Okies strong, that they were fed and the Okies hungry; 

and perhaps the owners had heard from their grandfathers how easy it is to 

steal land from a soft man if you are fierce and hungry and armed."66

To maximise their profit, the great Californian fruit farmers in The Grapes of Wrath bought 

canneries. When the fruit was ripe, the owners sold it cheap to their own canneries, and 

could then sell the canned fruit at a high price throughout the year. The extra profit paid for 

guards and guns to keep safe from agitators and hungry workers, instead of financing 

higher wages. "The great companies did not know that the line between hunger and anger 

is  a thin line.  [...]  And the anger began to ferment."67 Also,  "Pray God some day kind 

people won't all be poor. Pray God some day a kid can eat. And the association of owners 

knew that one day the praying would stop. And there's the end."68 The goal of the working 

class, and the implication of a fight for a new social order, is also expressed by Tom Joad 

JR, when he says: "Throw out the cops that ain't our people. All work together for our own 

thing - all farm our own lan'."69 Whether Steinbeck here alludes to the communistic aim to 

abolish  private  property  in  favour  of  public  confiscation,  or  only writes  about  the poor 

man's dream of once again owning his own farm, is not evident. As described in chapter 3, 

the dream of owning land also plays a prominent part in Of Mice and Men. However, the 

quest for land stands for a possibility to roots and a way out of alienation, and Steinbeck 

never writes, explicitly or implicitly, about revolution in that novel. 

Lastly, in The Grapes of Wrath, the French revolution is debated by Tom Joad and 

Jim Casy, when the latter is trying to convince Tom to tell his family and other workers not 

to be strike-breakers.  "I wisht they could see it. I wisht they could see the on'y way they 
65 Steinbeck (1939) 404-407, 452-470. 
66 Steinbeck (1939) 317-318.
67 Steinbeck (1939) 388.
68 Steinbeck (1939) 326.
69 Steinbeck (1939) 571.
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can depen' on their meat - Oh, the hell! Get tar'd sometimes. God-awful tar'd."70 Casy is 

pleading  with  Tom  to  make  him  realise  that  competition  is  not  helping  anyone,  but 

unification and revolution is the only hope for the future even though participating in it will 

be a difficult and dangerous task: "You didn' do it for fun no way. Doin' it 'cause you have 

to."71 

70 Steinbeck (1939) 524.
71 Steinbeck (1939) 525.
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7. Marxist features in Steinbeck's style

In both Of Mice and Men and The Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck depicts the contemporary 

life  of a specific group of people, the travelling farm workers, and their society. The stories 

are told objectively, and Steinbeck narrates as an observer. Especially in The Grapes of  

Wrath the objectivity is evident, where odd numbered chapters are written as a historical 

document of the situation of the entire group of migrant workers. In parts of the novels, 

however, the stories are instead carried forward by the characters via dialogues, and the 

use of colloquial speech in these dialogues further reinforces the realistic approach. Apart 

from being descriptive, Steinbeck also tries to explain the forces that are contributing to the 

characters' behaviour, by giving information on the contemporary socioeconomic situation, 

and letting the characters discuss their situation and their actions. Furthermore, Steinbeck 

uses the landscape,  and his detailed descriptions of  the Great  Plains and the Salinas 

Valley, as an illustrative background and a reinforcement of the documentary style in the 

novels. 

Cook  Hadella  regards  Steinbeck's  style  as  realism,  as  she  points  out  that 

Steinbeck's novels include: "..realistic details gleaned from the writer's experiences as an 

agricultural labourer and from his journalistic investigations of farm labour conditions."72 

Hadella continues to arge that despite Steinbeck's use of religious symbolism, and despite 

the fact that he did not consider himself a realist,  his works are realistic in origin.73 Durst 

Johnson  agrees  with  Hadella  that  The  Grapes  of  Wrath,  with  its  documentary 

interchapters, provides the reader with factual background, and she compares the style 

with other novels of social protest.74 Furthermore, she argues that the aim of The Grapes 

of Wrath is to "...enlighten the reader [...] to change the way people regard that situation, 

and to inspire them to corrective action."75  Durst Johnson also concludes that "...these 

works of fiction are, as well, a window on the history of times."76

In my opinion, the two novels analysed in this essay show Marxist aspects, in terms 

of content as well as in style, and the author attempts to enlighten the readers about the 

reality of the working class during a specific period in time. Consequently, Steinbeck's 

writing would qualify as 'true literature' according to Lukács' Marxist literary critique. 
72 Cook Hadella,  33.
73 Cook Hadella 33ff.
74 Durst Johnson (1999) 3f.
75 Durst Johnson (1999) 7.
76 Claudia Durst Johnson, Understanding Of Mice and Men, The Red Pony, and The Pearl: A Student 

Casebook to Issues, Sources, and Historical Documents (1997; Westport and London: Greenwood 
Press) xi.
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Similarly, as Raman Selden puts it when describing the class nature of art: "[...] there is a 

double emphasis - on the writer's commitment or class interest on the one hand, and the 

social realism of the writer's work on the other."77

77 Raman Selden et al, A Reader's Guide to Contemporary Literature Theory (1985; Harlow: Pearson 2005) 
74.

21



Summary and conclusion

In conclusion, Of Mice and Men and The Grapes of Wrath are full of Marxist features, such 

as the division and conflict between the two classes the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. 

This conflict between the haves and the have-nots is portrayed in Of Mice and Men by the 

differences between the ranch owner and his family and the workers in the bunkhouse, 

and in The Grapes of Wrath by the conflict between the land owners and the migrant farm 

workers in general, and the Joad family in particular. 

Due to industrialisation and large scale farming, and the small farmers' subsequent 

loss of land, people lose connection to their work and to each other, and are therefore 

becoming alienated. The alienation is further accentuated by the travelling the workers are 

forced to do, in order to get jobs. They lose their connection to both land and work, since 

they never stay to see the fruit of their labour. The land owners' struggle to maximise profit 

leads  to  commodification  and  reification,  where  workers  are  valued according  to  their 

labouring abilities. In Of Mice and Men, there is a clear distinction between highly valued, 

strong workers, such as Lennie, and low valued disabled workers, such as Crooks and 

Candy. Steinbeck  criticises  the  consequences  that  the  increasing  competition  has  on 

wages and unemployment,  and comments that  the landowner's profit  is  more valuable 

than  the  welfare  of  his  workers.  In  The  Grapes  of  Wrath,  Steinbeck  goes  as  far  as 

comparing the system with the slavery in old Rome.

The longing for land and roots are at focus in both novels, and shows a need to 

break the alienation. In The Grapes of Wrath, people of the older generation dream of new 

ranches of their own, while the younger people can adapt easier to the new way of life, 

and have other dreams for themselves. In  Of Mice and Men this struggle for land is the 

primary goal for the main characters, and what keeps their spirit up. Steinbeck's notion is 

that the solution is to unionize, but sympathises with the dream that everyone should have 

the opportunity to own land.

Furthermore, Steinbeck stresses the benefits of unionizing by giving examples of 

successful organisations, such as the government camps, the prisoners' food protest, and 

the  strike for  keeping wages up at  the peach farm in  The Grapes of  Wrath,  and  the 

solidarity  among  the  workers  after  Lennie's  fight  with  the  boss' son.  One  of  the 

cornerstones  of  The  Communist  Manifesto is  proletarian  revolution,  which  is  the 

consequence of workers' organisation. Steinbeck gives no indication of a quest, or a need 

for, revolution in  Of Mice and Men. However, in  The Grapes of Wrath  the examples are 
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plenty and explicit; for instance Steinbeck dedicates an entire chapter to foreshadowing 

the downfall  of the capitalistic system. Steinbeck glorifies the self-governed camps and 

intimates that this is an order that ought to be more widespread. He also points at the 

anger, the growing wrath, among the workers that eventually will lead to uprising if the 

inequality continues.  Critics have disagreed, however, whether the aim of The Grapes of  

Wrath was to agitate for an actual revolution, or to awaken people's awareness and in that 

way contribute to a subsequent change in society.

In addition to the contents of the novels, Steinbeck's style of writing also reflects 

Marxism. The novels are realistic in style, as they are descriptive as well as explanatory of 

the situation of a specific group of people, and of a specific time. They reflect society and 

its political and socio-economic conditions, and help the readers to develop a new insight; 

a 'proletarian consciousness'. The novels are in part objectively narrated, in part narrated 

through subjective and colloquial dialogues. Even though partly objective, Steinbeck still 

manage to, in a very explicit way, show his class commitment, in his writing style as well 

as in the contents of the novels. Despite Steinbeck's own denial,  Of Mice and Men and 

The Grapes of Wrath are evidently Marxist in orientation.  
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