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1. INTRODUCTION

“The world will go under today”, one of my students said to me one day in school1 some 

months ago. He explained the theories he had read about and was convinced we were to face 

the end of the world. It would happen at 12 o’clock. His classmates were interested and 

started to worry – what if he was right? They waited, holding their breaths, but, luckily, 

nothing happened. There were big sighs of relief and the lesson could continue as before. 

      Theories about the destruction of the world from different cultures and parts of the world 

are spread widely and many people seem to accept the fact that the prophesies might become 

reality some day soon. As a consequence, apocalyptic literature is very popular. Why is this 

so? In times of despair, wouldn’t the choice of reading be optimistic, something that would 

take the thoughts away from feelings of doom? If human beings are afraid of the destruction 

of the globe closing in on us, why read about it? Why become absorbed in the darkness, 

hopelessness, fright and terror, that is to be found in the waste land of apocalyptic literature?  

Could it possibly be the case that the reader finds some kind of hope and comfort when 

reading this genre of literature, even if it’s dark and speaks of doomsday? 

      One of the most recent and well known apocalyptic novels is written by the recognized 

author Cormac McCarthy, who has written the post-apocalyptic novel The Road. In this novel 

a man and a boy (his son) are among the very few survivors in a post-apocalyptic setting. 

They follow the road and struggle to survive. They starve and see horrible sights and deeds 

while on their path. The novel was awarded the 2007 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and the James 

Tait Black Memorial Prize for Fiction in 2006. 

      McCarthy’s dark descriptions and simple language makes the novel realistic and 

intimidating. This is what it could be like at the end of the world. Some people would argue 

that fictive post-apocalyptic literature should not be read and analysed. Instead, the focus 

should be on the present and what we can do about the world today, in order to prevent it 

from going under. Nonsense. Literature always follows history and society. This is what 

human beings think about today and worry about, but don’t have enough time, strength  or 

even belief in the power of achieving changes, to do something about it. Furthermore, even 

though many readers would say this novel is dark and negative the whole way through, I still 

claim that it offers us hope. No matter how black this world, as described by McCarthy, may 

be, it still supplies excitement and expectation. Somehow, McCarthy offers positive traces for 

the reader to appreciate. The human race might be given a second chance. In this analysis of 
                                               
1 I work at Gran’s School of Natural Resources in Öjebyn, Piteå. 
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the novel, the aim is to try to prove that even though it depicts the actual end of the world, it 

still presents a glimpse of hope. The main question is “What is left when we’re at the end of 

the world?” How does McCarthy manage to incorporate signs of a positive ending, when, on 

the surface, this novel seems so completely despondent? 

      Since the thesis statement of this essay will try to prove that the post-apocalyptic novel 

The Road offers some hope, it is understandable that people, like my students, who expect the 

end of the world to occur on any day, feel a tiny bit of comfort when reading the novel.

      The first chapter will start with a discussion concerning what makes this novel so dark and 

horrible. Via examples from the text one can understand that some readers may experience 

this novel as being solely awful and negative, without a glimpse of hope. 

      The second chapter will examine whether McCarthy offers any hope for humanity and 

civilization in this novel or not. It is certainly understandable that the man and his son feel 

abject about the future, since most living things are dead or continue to die. Furthermore, it 

seems unlikely that they will encounter any  benign human beings on their path, since most 

people have become savages, who do anything in order to survive. Here and there, however, 

there are indications of hope for a future and hope for humanity and civilization.  

     The third chapter deals with the main characters’ belief. In order to continue struggling and 

to survive – do we need something to believe in? This question is especially interesting in 

extreme circumstances such as in this story. Can we keep on going if it all seems 

meaningless? Couldn’t we just as well lie down and die, if we didn’t have somebody or 

something to put our trust in?  

      The primary source for this essay is the novel The Road by Cormac McCarthy. Since the 

novel is reasonably new (2006) there are not many printed sources to use as secondary 

material. However, a few are available. Moreover, critics dealing with McCarthy’s previous 

works also discuss topics concerning darkness, hope and belief, which seemingly are 

reoccurring themes for the author. One critic argues that “Each of McCarthy’s previous 

novels was preparation for this book. The casual violence and rage that erupted against 

individuals in previous novels has here been unleashed against an entire world, against not 

merely mankind, but the birds of the air and the fish of the sea.”2 Therefore, sources dealing 

with McCarthy’s previous works have been useful at times. In addition, McCarthy is a much 

discussed author on the web. Consequently, short articles, debate forums and even blogs have 

been used as secondary sources for this essay. 

                                               
2 “Biblio's Bloggins” by Biblio Baggins, http://bibliobloggin.blogspot.com/2006/10/mccarthys-road-tale-of-
horror-and.html 8 June 09
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2. IS THERE ONLY DARKNESS AND NOTHINGNESS AT THE END OF THE 

WORLD? 

2.1 Darknesss

The Road is an apocalyptic novel which offers horrific descriptions of our greatest fear 

becoming reality. McCarthy leaves a distinct and believable image of what the end of the 

world would involve for us human beings, as images remain in our heads long after having 

read his novel. On the very first page he makes an effort not to let us be mistaken – this is as 

bad as it gets. It doesn’t get darker than this. “Nights beyond darkness and the days more gray 

each one than what had gone before. Like the onset of some cold glaucoma3 dimming away 

the world.”4. We are to understand that there is little chance of any hope for a future, not for 

the human species and particularly not for the man and his son walking along the road, 

fighting for their survival: “(he) looked toward the east for any light but there was none”. 

Throughout the novel McCarthy uses light as a symbol of hope, but mostly there seems to be 

no hope, only darkness and nothingness. 

How does McCarthy manage to make the darkness surrounding them into the true horror 

it means to its victims? He makes us realise that such a darkness can harm you, it can be 

psychologically nerve-wracking just being in it: “The blackness he woke to on those nights 

was sightless and impenetrable. A blackness to hurt your ears with listening.” 5 Since there is 

nothing to hear in this last fragment of the world, it is easy to understand that listening so hard 

in order to try to hear a sound makes you feel like you will injure your ears from trying. 

McCarthy uses personification in order to enhance the power and threat of the “cold autistic 

dark”6 surrounding them.  You cannot communicate with the dark. You cannot form 

relationships with it. The darkness behaves like an autistic human being. 

Hardly anything in this world, or what is left of it, has colour. No colour is to be found 

anywhere. At least this is the image left in ones head; only nuances of black, grey and beige –

a beige-grey porridge described without colour or light. It is impossible to remember any 

colourful details in their clothing, the houses, on their equipment. The novel discusses the 

discovery of a few coloured items, something which will be examined in the next chapter. 

                                               
3 Some critics (Alex Hunt and Martin M. Jacobsen in Cormac McCarthy's The Road and Plato's simile of the 
sun, The Explicator. 66.3 (Spring 2008): p155. From Literature Resource Center. ) claim this paragraph has 
reference to Plato’s Allegory of the cave.
4 Cormac McCarthy The Road  (New York: Vintage books, 2007) 3.
5 Ibid, 15
6 Ibid 
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2.2 Death

This novel is a quest for survival. Similarly to the character of Robinson Crusoe, the couple 

have to be inventive and use all the means at their disposal, in order to get food, warmth, 

shelter or to get their equipment along with them. On many occasions McCarthy makes his 

characters experience being close to death. For days they don’t find anything edible, and out 

of starvation and cold they become weak and exhausted. Sleeping longer and longer, 

McCarthy even compares the couple sleeping “sprawled” in the road to “traffic victims.”7

Desperately, they eat anything available: “In the barn they scavenged a few handfuls of some 

grain he did not recognize out of the dusty floor of a metal hopper and stood eating it dust and 

all.” 8

In this apocalyptic present there are no animals and no plants. All the trees are burned 

down, many while they are still standing. The “blackened trunks” almost remind us of a 

graveyard. The man and his son sometimes talk about the world as it used to be. The boy is of 

course hoping for a chance of survival for some animals: “Do you think there could be fish in 

the lake?” “No. There’s nothing in the lake”. 9 The boy also asks about birds, hoping to 

possibly see some birds once they get to the coast. In great disappointment he realizes there 

are no birds alive, not even by the coast. 

What lasts in such conditions is dead material such as stone and cement, cold and grey as 

everything else in this world. Stone has an important meaning to the main characters, the man 

and his son, on several occasions. One is when they are feeling happy and comfortable for a 

short moment at the waterfall in the forest. There the stones are described as beautiful and 

shiny. However, the white stone the father throws into the water “vanished as suddenly as if it 

had been eaten”10, which brings the reader back into reality. This feeling of happiness is short 

and passes. It is not a happy world they live in. The brightness, the colour of the stone, 

disappears quickly, symbolizing the complete lack of brightness here. At one point the man 

wishes he was made of stone. Since he has to be the strong one, in order to help them survive, 

the reader understands his feelings. Equally, the resemblance to stones makes you wonder if 

you need a heart of stone to last as a human being? Do you have to become a savage with no 

feelings and do whatever it takes to survive? 

It is hard for the father to describe the world as it was, to tell stories to the boy. The boy 

doesn’t know any other world than this dead one and the father senses a danger in trying to 

                                               
7 Ibid, 202
8 Ibid, 89
9 Ibid, 20
10 Ibid,  41
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remember too much. Kenneth Lincoln describes their existence in his book Cormac 

McCarthy: American canticles as follows: “They have no way to think about beauty or 

goodness anymore, no comparatives, no good, only endless bad punctuated with momentary 

survival.”11 Furthermore, since the man experiences the lost world as something buried or 

ashen, hard to remember, it is difficult to share that past with his son: “He could not enkindle 

in the heart of the child what was ashes in his own.” 12

At McCarthy’s end of the world most humans are dead and still dying, if not due to the 

apocalypse, then either out of starvation, sickness, the cold or because they have become or 

are becoming victims of cannibalism. In the main characters’ struggle for survival on the road 

they encounter “mummied dead everywhere”13. It is impossible for the father to spare his son 

from seeing these tormented faces and bodies. Sometimes McCarthy gives thorough 

descriptions: “The flesh cloven along the bones, the ligaments dried to tug and taut as wires. 

Shrivelled and drawn like latterday bogfolk, their faces of boiled sheeting, the yellowed 

palings of their teeth.”14 McCarthy compares these corpses to the well preserved historical 

bodies found in bogs in Northern Europe, with their skin tanned and intact.15 This gives us an 

image of the “mummied dead”. Surely, their facial expressions showing horror and fear were 

clearly visible to the man and the boy. Although trying to protect his son from these sights, it 

was inevitable that he would witness them, and also, the boy says “They’re already there”16

about the images in his head. It’s too late to try to protect him from witnessing the evil in this 

world. Subsequently, the boy seems strangely untroubled: “Why dont we just go on?”17 It 

seems as if the boy has found a new strength and courage, after his father’s deteriorating 

condition. In some ways this blankness without any big reactions are scary, that a young boy 

can develop such an insensitivity and that he has to become so hardened. Living in such hard 

conditions make him mature earlier and take responsibility. 

2.3 To kill

One of the big questions McCarthy poses to us as readers is: can you kill your own child if it 

comes to that? If it comes to choosing between starving or freezing to death, the man wants to 

feel ready to end the suffering by taking their own lives himself, or, worse, if “the bad guys” 
                                               
11 Kenneth Lincoln Cormac McCarthy: American Cantilces, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009)  170
12 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 154
13 Ibid, 24
14 Ibid
15 Archaeology, a publication of the Archaeological Institute of America,       
http://www.archaeology.org/online/features/bog/ 23 February  2009
16 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 190 
17 Ibid 
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would  catch them with the intent of raping or slaughtering his son, he wants to believe he is 

able to murder his own son. “He watched the boy sleeping. Can you do it? When the time 

comes? Can you?” 18 We don’t want to find out whether he is capable or not. However, we 

get to witness the man’s strength and from time to time his ability to kill in self defence. In 

every way possible, the man is willing to defend his son and keep him alive. At one point he 

has to “wash a dead man’s brain out of his (the boy’s) hair”19.

The mother saw committing suicide as a salvation and the only possible choice. “I’ve 

taken a new lover. He can give me what you cannot.”, the woman says. “Death is not a lover”, 

the man answers. “Oh yes he is.”20 She seems to long for death. Not until then will she find 

peace and rest. She cannot even concern herself about her husband and her new born baby. 

Similarly, the boy expresses his wishes to be dead:  “I wish I was with my mom.”21. The 

father won’t allow him to talk that way.

One of the biggest threats and fears in the novel is cannibalism. There are “bad guys” out 

there hunting for human flesh. 

Eyes collared in cups of grime and deeply sunk. Like an animal inside a skull looking out the eyeholes. 
He wore a beard that had been cut square across the bottom with shears and he had a tattoo of a bird on 
his neck done by someone with an illformed notion of their appearance. He was lean, wiry, rachitic. 
Dressed in a pair of filthy blue coveralls […]22

There are not many close encounters with the people the man and his son call the “bad guys”. 

These are the people who do anything to survive. They don’t hesitate to capture or kill other 

human beings and they don’t help anybody but themselves. McCarthy compares them to 

animals, predators with no human empathy left, and gives them the name “road rats”.

There’s no evidence that these savages also rape, but for both the man and the woman this 

is a great fear. “Why are you looking at him?”(the bad guy looking at the boy) “I can look 

where I want to.” “No you cant. If you look at him again I’ll shoot you.” 

The scenes which produce evidence of cannibalism leave the most horrific pictures in our 

heads. Perhaps the “bad guys” have to eat other humans in order to survive? And perhaps 

most of us would? McCarthy doesn’t let the reader feel fury towards the cannibals, in spite of 

the disgusting descriptions. It feels like the natural development at the end of the world; we 

become savages. Apparently, this has been a theme throughout McCarthy’s novels. John Cant 

                                               
18 Ibid, 29
19 Ibid, 74
20 Ibid,.57
21 Ibid, 55
22 Ibid, 63
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writes , after analysing the novel Child of God, written in 1973, that “the potential for 

violence and perversity is an inescapable part of human character; it is a part of our badge of 

humanity.”23 The worst scene dealing with cannibalism is when the man and the boy come 

upon a grilled infant. Two men and a pregnant woman have passed them earlier on. Now they 

smell something barbequed: “What the boy had seen was a charred human infant headless and 

gutted blackening on the spit. He bent and picked the boy up and started for the road with 

him, holding him close. I’m sorry, he whispered. I’m sorry.”24 The reader understands that the 

“bad guys” breed infants to eat them, not in order to save humanity. They simply think of 

food for the day. 

2.4 Nightmares 

The man dreams and remembers his wife’s suicide. She couldn’t stand it anymore, living in 

fear of her and her family being murdered or raped. She couldn’t stand having to live in such 

miserable conditions without hope for a future. Therefore she left her husband and their little 

baby, just to get some peace for herself. It is such a black memory for the man and in no way 

does he feel it is possible to make that story nice to retell. In his dream the blame is put on 

him, that he abandoned her, but  his dreams cannot change his memory. He still feels that she 

abandoned them. 

In some ways it feels like the dead wife is a ghost haunting the man. “In dreams his pale 

bride came to him out of a green and leafy canopy. Her nipples pipeclayed25 and her rib bones 

painted white. She wore a dress of gauze and her dark hair was carried up in combs of ivory, 

combs of shell. Her smile, her downturned eyes.” 26

In his dreams she is white and fairytale like. The dream feels bright, with a glimpse of 

living material in it, but also ghostlike and scary.  His wife’s appearance in his dreams can  be 

looked upon as the grim reaper coming to take him. The man is sick throughout the whole 

novel and, at some points, weak and close to death out of starvation. His wife thought that he 

too should give up and leave this so called life. Perhaps she shows a bit of regret and guilt 

however, when turning down her eyes in the dream.

                                               
23 John Cant Cormac McCarthy and the Myth of American Exceptionalism (New Yorl: Routledge, 2008) 97
24 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 198
25 a fine white clay, used especially for making tobacco pipes or for whitening leather. 
http://www.askoxford.com/concise_oed/pipeclay?view=uk February 25 2009
26 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 18
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The man doesn’t want to dream these kind of dreams, meaning they are a call “of languor 

and of death”. Instead,  “the right dreams for a man in peril were dreams of peril”. 27 Awake, 

however, the man lets himself pick out and remember the nice memories and details from his 

life as a married man. 

2.5 Keep walking – what’s the point? 

The man and the boy’s awful fate to keep walking along the road, not knowing where they’re 

going and what they’ll meet at the end of the road (will it be warmer at the sea?) feels like a 

punishment almost like Sisyphus’s having to roll a boulder up a hill again and again. Kenneth 

Lincoln has counted the pages and says that “there are no chapter reliefs for 241 pages, no 

plot line or story arc of character development, just two shrouded figures walking the road 

and running for their lives, dark figures on a darkling plain.” He also compares the text with 

Waiting for Godot, a comparison that many would make when reading the novel. Often the 

story feels meaningless and hopeless. What if it will end like Waiting for Godot? What if 

Godot won’t show up? 28

The boy has a bad dream about a penguin walking and flapping its flippers, without 

anybody having wound it up and without the penguin turning its winder.29 This description 

fits the two of them: nobody helps them and they are seemingly moving without an engine 

and possibly without hope? 

Both of the main characters are realistic and prepared to die. They see their situation as it 

is. “Sited there in the darkness the frail blue shape of it (the boy sitting under the tarp, lit from 

within) looked like the pitch of some last venture at the edge of the world. Something all but 

unaccountable. And so it was.” 30 The man and the boy have been on the road for many years 

(around 9 years guessing by the boy’s age). This must feel like an eternity to them, and not 

knowing if and what the future will hold for them makes them hopeless and dejected. In this 

“Godot-esque”31 search for a meaning - how can you find the strength to keep struggling? 

In such a seemingly hopeless and meaningless situation, McCarthy makes it clear to us 

that there is no need for small talk. The dialogue used is short, to the point and clear. Many 

times the man and his son need to take quick decisions. Often they repeat what has been said, 

so that they establish what has been said and what has been decided. They cannot afford any 

                                               
27 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 18
28 Kenneth Lincoln Cormac McCarthy: American Cantilces, 165
29 Ibid, 37
30 Ibid, 48
31 Mark Thwaite McCarthy’s The Road
http://www.readysteadybook.com/Blog.aspx?permalink=20061122055947,  2006
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misinterpretations and the father realizes that his son needs affirmation and calm, as well as 

comfort. To a child you have to be short and clear. In McCarthy’s dialogue there’s not even a 

need for apostrophes or names of the characters.  

What should we do, Papa?
We’re all right. Let’s just follow and watch.  
Take a look, the boy said. 
Yes. Take a look.

32

Lincoln writes “How long can we read on as they go on?” and continues “What worse will 

happen to them?”33 He claims it is McCarthy’s language that makes the reader “get through 

the story”. Absolutely. But he, like many readers, also believes we can see a shred of hope in 

the text, a light in the tunnel. 

                                               
32 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 49
33 Kenneth Lincoln Cormac McCarthy: American Cantilces, 168
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3. HOPE FOR HUMANITY AND CIVILIZATION? 

3.1 Small symbols of hope 

At the end of the world the basic elements rule. The few survivors need water, food and 

warmth. Naturally, the man and the boy search for these necessities throughout the novel. 

There is, however, important symbolism to consider as well. 

      It is obvious that water makes the man and the boy optimistic. Finding clear, drinkable 

water is of great importance. Water also includes a positive symbolic meaning. Water cleans 

and opens up for a fresh start and for purification. Everybody knows how refreshing a good 

rainfall can feel sometimes. Water also symbolizes the “flow  of life”34. Therefore, a moment 

of short happiness for the man and the boy is when they find the waterfall and stay in the 

forest next to it for a few days. The boy takes a swim in the freezing water and says he’d like 

to stay here: “This is a good place, Papa.”35 The pair also put great trust in finding a better life 

for themselves at the sea, once they get there. 

      Throughout the novel McCarthy reminds the reader that the main characters are “carrying 

the fire”. The symbolic meaning thereof is dealt in a paragraph below. 

      Another symbolic message can be found behind the finding of seeds in a shed. The man 

puts them in his pocket. Is this a subconscious act, believing that there will be a day when he 

can plant these seeds and see them grow? In addition, the seeds symbolize life and growth. 

McCarthy suggests there is hope, that somebody will have usage of the seeds, most likely the 

boy, since the father is ill and weak and all signs are pointing to the boy as the survivor.36

      Dogs are “frequently associated with friendship, family ties and affectionate relationships 

in general.”37 On one occasion the two hear a dog bark, which seems strange since they don’t 

think there are any animals alive, especially not man’s best friend. The boy makes his father 

promise not to eat the dog, but they never even encounter it. According to John Cant, a 

McCarthy critic, dogs have also been used in McCarthy’s novel Suttree in a similar way to 

T.S. Eliot’s poem, The Waste Land, written in 1922, as a “symbol of that patriarchal power 

that must be overthrown if the child is to become his own man.”38 Perhaps this symbolic 

meaning could also be applied to The Road. The boy has to grow quickly. He has to become 

                                               
34 http://www.dreamloverinc.com/w.htm
35 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 41
36 Ibid, 132
37 John Cant Cormac McCarthy and the Myth of American Exceptionalism (New Yorl: Routledge, 2008) 277
38 John Cant Cormac McCarthy and the Myth of American Exceptionalism, 112
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an adult very early and start taking his own decisions. On page 112 in The Road dogs even try 

to help the blind sun find its way, to reach the “intestate earth”: “The blind dogs of the sun in 

their running.”39

      Symbolic features such as these are frequent. However, they don’t give a clear and simple 

image of a hopeful future. We still feel uncertain about whether the boy will survive and 

about whether the world will survive, or not. 

3.2 Colour

The finding of a coca-cola can gives the couple a short moment of pleasure and a feast. Even 

though the boy has never seen a coca-cola can in his entire life, he understands this is a treat, 

something special. In addition the can is a reminder of a lost world to his father. The can’s 

bright red colour is never mentioned, but in the readers’ heads its image is clearly a contrast to 

the darkness and greyness surrounding them. As well as adding a short moment of joy to their 

lives, the red colour is the colour of fire and associated with power and importance, used 

accordingly throughout history. 40 The finding of the coca-cola can and the symbolic meaning 

of the colour red suggests there might be a future for them somewhere. On the other hand, by 

using the coca-cola can as a reminder, McCarthy is questioning what we’ve done to ourselves. 

Was this happiness and pleasure? Superficial lives, with no real content?

      Another strong experience for the father, dealing with the colour red, takes place one 

morning when the sky, all red, and the forest fire making its way, remind him of the Northern 

Lights. “The color of it moved something in him long forgotten. Make a list. Recite a litany. 

Remember.” 41 Suddenly seeing so much colour around him feels important and strong 

somehow. He doesn’t really know how to react, but it is special and invigorating. 

      The blue tarp sticks out among otherwise colourless items. The tarp prevents them and 

their belongings from getting wet. Supposedly, the colour blue has a biblical meaning 

symbolizing heavenly grace. 42 Perhaps the blue tarp is there as a sheltering heaven to protect 

the very special boy and his father? In addition, it is the colour of the sky and sea and is “often 

associated with depth and stability. It symbolizes trust, loyalty, wisdom, confidence, 

intelligence, faith, truth, and heaven.”43 It is as if the blue tarp constitute their sphere of 

closeness and honesty. The relationship between father and son is strong and still developing. 

                                               
39 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 130
40 http://www.elizabethan-era.org.uk/color-red.htm 13 March 2009 
41 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 31
42 http://www.elizabethan-era.org.uk/color-blue.htm
43 http://www.color-wheel-pro.com/color-meaning.html 15 April 2009
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They sleep close together to give each other warmth. The few words spoken under the blue 

tarp are true and sincere. “The boy turned in the blankets. Then he opened his eyes. /Hi, Papa, 

he said. /I’m right here. /I know.” 44

3.3 Light

In this world with mere darkness and nothingness there is a constant quest for light. The father 

and the son yearn for the sun to light up their path and to warm them. “By day the banished 

sun circles the earth like a grieving mother with a lamp.”45 The sun tries to find them, tries to 

reach through and to help them with the love and care of a mother. 

      Passing a dam,  the two talk about the hydro electric power station, which was invented 

”to make light”46. They also comment on the cement walls, holding up the dam, which will 

stand there and keep the water for hundreds of years, maybe thousands. This paragraph shows 

the interest in light and curiosity concerning the making of light, but it could also be symbolic 

in the sense that humans used to be inventive in a positive way, but went too far with their 

inventions until they destroyed the world. Even if the civilized man managed to build long 

lasting walls and invented machines to create electricity, it’s of no use now and only left ugly 

remains in nature.47

      Once at the sea, the father finds a flare gun in a boat. They shoot it as “a celebration”, 

simply to see the bright light in the sky. The boy is all excited, only, there is hardly any light. 

The sky is almost as grey and dark as before. In addition, the boy had hopes of being seen by 

the good guys or possibly God, when using the flare gun, but those hopes were lost since the 

shot was impossible to see from a distance. The flare gun offered them a short moment of 

excitement, in any case.48

3.4 Civilisation

The man and the boy are the “good guys”. They don’t know whether they’re the good guys, 

or if there are other good guys still alive after the apocalypse. Is there any hope in the novel? 

Will there be a civilized world if any of these few human beings manage to survive? 

                                               
44 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 5
45 Ibid, 32
46 Ibid, 20
47 Some critics say that the plot in The Road is a consequence of a nuclear bomb. Nobody knows, since 
McCarthy doesn’t reveal his intentions. Jessica Flack, a researcher at the Santa Fe Institute, holds this opinion 
(http://www.oprah.com/article/oprahsbookclub/road_themes_01/3)
48 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 245
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      Being a good guy means being civilized and it involves challenges such as “Can you kill 

your own child?“ If they are in severe danger, will the father be able to kill his son? 

What if it doesnt fire (the gun)? Could you crush that beloved skull with a rock? 
Is there such a being within you of which you know nothing? Can there be? 
Hold him in your arms. Just so. The soul is quick. Pull him toward you. 
Kiss him. Quickly. 49

Do such circumstances create a killer within us, if it is necessary? Another declaration of what 

good guys do is that “they keep trying”, they never give up. That is what the father says after 

having made a lamp. Moreover, the son wants to be reassured that they never would eat 

another human being, no matter how hungry they get. His father promises him that they never 

will. 

We wouldnt ever eat anybody, would we?
No. Of course not. 
Even if we were starving?
We’re starving now. 
You said we werent. 
I said we werent dying. I didnt say we werent starving. 
But we wouldnt. 
No. We wouldnt.
No matter what. 
No. No matter what. 
Because we’re the good guys.
Yes. 
And we’re carrying the fire. 
And we’re carrying the fire. Yes.
Okay. 50

In the quotation above, the man and the boy explicitly say that they are “the good guys”, and, 

additionally, that they are “carrying the fire”. This phrase brings to mind the stone age man 

and his usage of fire, which separated him from savages and animals. It was a sign of 

civilization, which in this novel is lost to a large extent. The once modern men have now

become uncivilized creatures, inhuman and monkey-like. The man and his son are amongst 

the few civilized people left and are also prepared to help others when possible, even if the 

man is sometimes unwilling. Another proof of the symbolic meaning of fire is to be seen in 

Greek mythology, where Prometheus stole fire from Zeus and gave it to mortals. For this he 

was severely  punished, but according to the myth, became the founder of civilization.51

      Furthermore, the father believes the son has the “fire inside”, otherwise the father 

wouldn’t have the strength to carry on. McCarthy never really clarifies this metaphoric usage 

                                               
49 Ibid, 114
50 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 128
51 http://www.pantheon.org/articles/p/prometheus.html 15 May 2009
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of the “fire inside”, but it gives the sense of being good and of being special, qualities with 

which a new world can be built. McCarthy is saying that there are a few very important 

people among us, who, if given the chance, will spread warmth, love and the civilized way of 

living to others. The boy will play an important part in the very uncertain future he’s facing.

      In the predecessor to  The Road, No country for old men, McCarthy presents a picture of a 

corrupt society with no belief in the human race. Crime increases and everybody is looking 

for their own gain, mostly in a hunt for money.  At the ending of the novel, Sheriff Bell shares 

a dream about his father with his wife, in which the father sits and waits with a blanket around 

him, holding a horn of fire. John Cant suggests, in his book Cormac McCarthy and the Myth 

of American Exceptionalism, that the fire “signifies civilization being passed from father to 

son.” Cant is also of the opinion that the boy’s fire inside is the “spark of life itself”. 

Is it real? The fire?
Yes it is. 
Where is it? I dont know where it is.
Yes you do. It’s inside you. It was always there. I can see it. 52

The father has a strong belief that his son will be able to survive and even save humanity. He 

knows his son is special, a particularly “good guy”, and does everything possible to get him to 

a safe spot. That is the main goal of their journey along the road. 

      Another side to the conflict between good guys and bad guys and the question of being 

civilized is presented by the researcher Jessica Flack. Flack believes that the apocalypse in 

The Road is brought on by humans.53 She says that in an existing conflict that escalates and 

becomes extreme, it is possible that humans who feel the urge to develop and win the conflict 

can create a weapon to in fact end the world with. She says she sees the apocalypse in The 

Road as being a result of a nuclear bomb. Flack describes it as "a much discussed topic of 

conversation among Cormac McCarthy and his colleagues at the Santa Fe Institute […] 

whether conflict—in human societies or in other types of biological systems—is a wholly 

destructive force or plays an important role in driving the evolution of social and biological 

complexity”. 54 The armies of cannibals, the “bad guys” in The Road would, according to 

Flack, be a result of “the Red Queen effect”, where unchecked and escalated competition 

leads to the fact that “each competitor builds up a comparable arsenal (think of horns, stings 

                                               
52 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 278
53 http://www.oprah.com/article/oprahsbookclub/road_themes_01/3 By Jessica Flack, Researcher at the Santa Fe 
Institute, 10 March 2009
54 http://www.oprah.com/article/oprahsbookclub/road_themes_01/3 By Jessica Flack, Researcher at the Santa Fe 
Institute, 10 March 2009
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and teeth)”.55 The circumstances make the bad guys arm themselves and thus become 

creative. As a consequence, they become savages and start eating other human beings. In our 

world this is considered uncivilized and unacceptable, but to them it seemed like the only 

way. Flack, however, argues that the Red Queen effect and its consequences can have positive 

aspects to it. “The conflict and the ensuing arms race should not be seen as solely destructive 

conditions—they are also sources of creativity and invention in the sense that the organisms 

are required to constantly evolve new strategies to keep themselves in the game.”56

3.5 Love 

Being a civilized person also involves the capacity to love. Throughout the novel the father’s 

love for his son shines through. At one point he starts crying uncontrollably, not knowing why 

– maybe because he loves his son so much and because he sees such a beautiful person inside. 

Perhaps he also cries out of anguish for his son’s improbable future. 57

      The father wants to reassure his son that everything will work out fine in the end. 

Somehow he is convinced there is a future for his son, possibly because he believes his son 

carries characteristics of divinity (something which will be discussed in the next chapter). In 

McCarthy’s precise and short dialogues the man tries to convince his son over and over again 

that everything will be okay, that there is hope. “All the trees in the world are going to fall 

sooner or later. But not on us.“ “How do you know?” the boy asks. The answer is: “I just 

know.”58

      Words of love are never spoken out loud. Still, the reader understands their love is strong. 

The man observes and becomes amazed by the creature beside him. He is prepared to do just 

about anything to protect him, which also is proven by the man’s actions. They show each 

other their love via worried looks of concern for each other, by their glances of pride, by small 

touches and by words such as the following:  

What would you do if I died?
If you died I would want to die too. 
So you could be with me?
Yes. So I could be with you. 
Okay. 59

                                               
55 Ibid
56 Ibid 
57 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 129
58 Ibid, 35
59 Ibid, 11
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McCarthy even suggests the painful sides of strong fatherly love when the father suddenly 

expresses in first person: “If only my heart were stone.”60

      The father and the son are “each the other world’s entire”61 and the reader feels that as 

long as there’s love there’s hope.  The boy has felt his father’s love and will stay a loving 

person in a seemingly possible future.

      

3.6 Selfishness – altruism?

Reading the following definition of altruism, one could say that the boy in The Road is an 

altruist: “True altruism requires not only that we are nice to one another, but that we also do 

so at a real cost to ourselves without any expectation of any possible gain.”62 Both the man 

and the boy are “good guys”. They help other people if possible and even give them some 

food. Still, it is the boy who has to convince his father into offering food out of their own 

supply and it is he who cries when a stranger is in danger or seems alone. The father, on the 

other hand, thinks mainly about their own, particularly his son’s, survival. On the road they 

never encounter any other benign people, who, in their turn, help them. Nobody else is willing 

to share their belongings or their food. Everybody fights to save themselves in order to 

survive. 

      The son wants to give food away, first to a little boy, then to an embittered old man, and 

finally to a thief. His father of course sees their own diminishing chances for survival if they 

give their food away, but is, as already mentioned, persuaded to do so. After their agreement 

to dispense with their food, there’s a subsequent discussion about how much they can afford 

giving away. 

      After finding a bunker with food and, before eating their first splendid meal, the boy feels 

unsure about stealing other people’s food and feels he wants to thank the people who own it. 

Accordingly, he sends them a greeting, wishing them to be safe with God in heaven. 

      One of the human beings the two meet on the road is a man called Ely. Ely looks like a 

pile of rags. The boy wants to help him, so after some discussion they do. This is actually one 

of the few people with whom they sit down and talk. Ely doesn’t make much sense, but at 

least he bears proof that some civilization remains in the world. To sit down and talk with 

other human beings is part of every civilized life. Again, the boy shows proof of true altruism, 

when arguing about sharing their supply with this stranger. Even the stranger, Ely, senses 

                                               
60 Ibid, 11
61 Ibid, 6
62 http://www.oprah.com/article/oprahsbookclub/road/road_themes_01/4 , by John H. Miller, Research 
Professor, SFI. 20 April 2009
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something peculiar about it, and asks what they want in return. Nobody simply gives away 

food, without expecting anything back in this fragment of the world. “What do I have to do?”, 

he asks. The father’s reply is: “Tell us where the world went.”63 The father expresses a wish 

to have a conversation about what has actually happened to the world, but at the same time he 

knows he’s not going to get an answer. Subsequently, Ely suggests other people have given 

him things to eat, which explains how he’s survived. Therefore, there must be other generous 

people somewhere in the world and accordingly this gives hope for civilization and a future. 

On the other hand, once having said that other people give him food, he takes it back, saying 

“There’s not any people. I just made that up.”64 Also, his name is not really Ely. This 

paragraph is confusing – are there other generous, kind people giving him food or are there 

not?

      After catching a thief, stealing all their belongings, the man strips all of the thief’s clothes 

off and leaves him to die. The boy worries a lot over this, cries and begs for his father to help 

the thief. 

Just help him, Papa. […] He’s so scared, Papa.
[…]
You’re not the one who has to worry about everything. 
[…]
He looked up, his wet and grimy face. Yes I am, he said. I am the one. 65

One interpretation of this quote could be that the boy is the only altruist in the world and that 

humanity can put its trust in him. He will save the world. He will show goodness and find 

other people who are “good guys” too.  Another interpretation is of course that  the boy is 

some kind of a Jesus figure. This will be investigated further in the following chapter.  

                                               
63 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 166
64 Ibid, 171
65 Ibid , 258
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4. DO WE NEED TO BELIEVE?

4.1 Belief in God

McCarthy critics discuss whether McCarthy is a religious writer or not.  John Cant claims that 

McCarthy is “a religious writer in a godless world.”66 In an interview by Oprah Winfrey 

McCarthy says that it “depends on what day you ask me. Who or what to pray… doesn’t 

really matter. You can be quite dumb about the whole business and still ask for help.”67

      Early on in The Road, God is mentioned, when McCarthy on page 4 describes the 

landscape as “barren, silent, godless”. The reader gets the feeling that God has abandoned 

human beings, and that there is no hope. Subsequently, the boy is described as a person with 

divine features, when his father says “If he is not the word of God, God never spoke.”68

Throughout the novel the young boy is adored by his father, because of his altruistic features. 

Some readers might even say he is a Jesus-figure, if we interpret his goodness and expressions 

such as the phrase “I am the one” (the one who has to worry, which has been mentioned 

earlier in the essay) in that sense. 69 For those who have a bit of knowledge of the Bible the 

phrase is familiar. There are several similar famous Bible-quotations, for instance “I am the 

One who is.”70 Consequently, the reader is thrown between the two contradictions; on one 

hand God has abandoned the few survivors after the apocalypse, on the other hand the boy is 

described as a god-like person. Another equivocal description is to be found in the scene 

where a snowflake melts in the boy’s hand, “like the last host of Christendom”71. This 

quotation indicates that the boy is the host, the one “in charge” of Christendom, like a host 

who takes care of and entertains his guests. The word host is, however, a homonym with the 

meaning of the bread that is blessed and eaten at Holy Communion. Hereby, the boy receives 

the holy bread, which also could be a hint of his future Christian obligations. Nevertheless, 

both interpretations provide a hint saying that Christendom is about to be over, since the word 

“last” is used, and since this holy bread or Christian responsibility in his hand, in shape of a 

snowflake, is melting, disappearing. 

      A further example of McCarthy’s suggestion that Christendom is terminated is when the 

father utters the following phrase: ”On this road there are no godspoke men. They are gone 

                                               
66 John Cant Cormac McCarthy and the Myth of American Exceptionalism, 113
67 Kenneth Lincoln Cormac McCarthy: American Cantilces, 14
68 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 5
69 Ibid, 259
70 The Bible Exodus 3.14 
71 Ibid, 16
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and I am left and they have taken with them the world. Query: How does the never to be 

differ from what never was?” 72

      There are no religious leaders any more, nobody to tell him how to live his life and what to 

believe in, and even if the religious leaders were in place – what could they tell him? It was 

all a bubble, a pretence world. The man is in doubt and so, possibly, is McCarthy. The fact 

that McCarthy often mentions God and describes the boy as a godlike person, at the same 

time as he depicts a world without a god makes the novel and its religious context ambiguous. 

The man Ely (a name he later denied to be his real name) who they encounter on the road, and 

who by many critics is taken for Elijah in the Bible (they have many similarities: the cane, 

being almost blind, saying he’s survived because “People give me things”73, just as Elijah in 

the bible) says the following line: “There is no god and we are his prophets”.74 God has 

abandoned them (at least that’s how they feel in this extreme circumstance when the world 

has come to an end), but they still speak of God and ,occasionally, put their hopes in God. 

Then he just knelt in the ashes. He raised his face to the paling day. Are you there? he 
whispered. Will I see you at the last? Have you a neck by which to throttle you? 
Have you a heart? Damn you eternally have you a soul? 
Oh God, he whispered. Oh God.75

If there is a god, where is he now when he is needed? The man is desperate and blames God.  

      There are plenty of insinuations concerning the boy’s godlike characteristics. For instance, 

his hair is described as “golden chalice, good to house a god”76. Another is when the father 

says his job is to take care of his son, and states how: “I was appointed to do that by God,”77  

as if the boy is the son of God and the father his caretaker on earth. In addition, the boy wants 

to be in contact with God. He prays to God and he expresses his wish to show God where 

they’re located, when they decide to fire a flaregun they find on a boat. When sitting down 

with Ely for the only normal conversation that takes place in the novel between somebody 

else other than the two main characters, Ely shares his reactions when seeing the boy:

When I saw that boy I thought that I had died. 
You thought he was an angel?
I didnt know what he was. I never thought to see a child again. I didnt know that would happen. 
What if I said that he’s a god?

                                               
72 Ibid, 32
73 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 170
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid, 11
76 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 75
77 Ibid, 77
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The old man shook his head. I’m past all that now. Have been for years. Where men cant live 
gods fare no better. You’ll see. It’s better to be alone. So I hope that’s not true what you said 
because to be on the road with the last god would be a terrible thing so I hope it’s not true. 78

Does the father actually say his son is a god or is he trying to confuse Ely by simply starting a 

discussion? Ely claims he has given up on God and says he doesn’t need God any more. 

Nevertheless, only a few pages later Ely says to the man, when being asked to thank the boy 

for the food he gets: “Maybe he believes in God.” Then the answer from the father is: “I dont 

know what he believes in.” These quotations make the reader unsure about the man’s belief. 

At some points he seems certain about his sons divinity. Nevertheless, when lying on his 

deathbed the father sees light all around his son, and this light follows him when he moves. 

This surely must be taken as a proof of divinity. In addition, the dying father says “Look 

around you. There is no prophet in the earth’s long chronicle who’s not honoured here today. 

Whatever form you spoke of you were right.” 79 According to Kenneth Lincoln, McCarthy 

has studied old biblical prophets and refers to them in his texts. Lincoln quotes Yahweh from 

the story in the Bible with the burning bush and Moses, who is requested to bring the 

Israelites out of Egypt. Yahweh says in that context: “If there is a prophet among you, I the 

Lord make myself known to him in a vision, I speak with him in a dream.”80 If this biblical 

quote can be adapted to the father seeing prohpets around his son, then God will “speak with” 

his son. The father’s strong belief about his son being special and even one of the prophets 

seems at the end of the novel to help him to prepare for his own death and trust that his son 

will survive and even save the world. Earlier in the novel, his father was prepared to kill his 

own son if he got in severe danger and said he would never leave his son alone. Now he has 

changed his mind, convinced that his son has these special features of divinity. 

4.2 Belief in goodness, belief in humanity

Cant claims that The Road is an allegoric story, symbolizing our world and its decline.81

There is a lot of warnings in the media today about humanity destroying our world. Animals 

and plants are becoming extinct. The climate changes. Therefore, the plot in The Road feels 

very realistic, as if this apocalyptic world could become reality any day. Can such a world be 

rescued? Maybe, if the boy is a god, perhaps he could do some great deeds, but what if that is 

just his father’s exaggerated interpretations of his son’s good qualities? What if his father’s 

                                               
78 Ibid, 172
79 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 277
80 Kenneth Lincoln Cormac McCarthy American Canticles, 27
81 John Cant Cormac McCarthy and the Myth of American Exceptionalism, 269
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nomination of his son to be a god is used purely metaphorically? Since McCarthy portrays 

such a wonderful person in the novel, perhaps the strength and goodness in the boy can give 

hope for a future. In that sense the belief that is questioned in this chapter would then be a 

belief in humanity, a belief that there is a purpose for human beings and life on earth. Cant 

writes about McCarthy that: “He opposes the annihilating notion of human insignificance, of 

nihilism.”82

      McCarthy has become a father in his later days to a son of  9 years. Such events naturally 

change his perspectives and accordingly the message of his texts. Possibly this young boy in 

the novel symbolizes his own son and the goodness he sees in him. Maybe his son has given 

McCarthy new lust for life and hope for a better world. McCarthy has described his son in an 

interview as “the best person I know, far better than I am”. 83 The man in the novel is the 

protagonist, the hero, but he is dying and cannot rescue civilization. Likewise, McCarthy’s 

generation cannot rescue civilization, but put their trust in their own sons and their generation. 

If you believe in humanity and what humanity can achieve, maybe then you find the strength 

to carry on.  

      The carrying of the fire is once again mentioned on the father’s deathbed. In this scene the 

father tries to convince his son that he is special and will manage without him. 

I want to be with you. 
You cant.
Please.
You cant. You have to carry the fire. 
I dont know how to. 
Yes you do. 
Is it real? The fire?
Yes it is. 
Where is it? I dont know where it is. 
Yes you do. It’s inside you. It was always there. I can see it. 84

Kenneth Lincoln outlines that the father has chosen “to bear pain, to go on, to believe in the 

boy as humanity’s narrowing future.”85 In the quotation above, the father has finally given up 

on his own life, but puts great trust in his son. 

                                               
82 John Cant Cormac McCarthy and the Myth of American Exceptionalism, 113
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84 Cormac McCarthy The Road , 281
85 Kenneth Lincoln Cormac McCarthy American Canticles, 167
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4.3 Must we have a goal in order to believe in a future? 

Yet another important issue, when it comes to survival and a hope for a future, is whether you 

have a goal or not. If you believe there is a future at the end of the road, you keep walking the 

road. The man and his son have the coast as their primary goal. They hope there will be 

warmth there and possibly some life. Yet, the reader understands that the father knows it 

won’t be any better there and that the journey to the sea is a dangerous one, via snow-covered 

mountains. Still, the determination to get to the coast and the suggestion that it will be better 

there, helps them to get there. Once at their goal, they discover that the sea had nothing to 

offer them. Even so, the belief has taken them that far. 

Sleeping, waking, walking. And walking on. Sleeping and waking in the face of a disaster. And 
in the wake of the disaster, going on. Giving your continuing some semblance of sense by 
creating a goal (at the end of the road, the coast) and walking towards it. This is what we all do, 
how we all live.86

On one occasion the boy asks his father what their long term goals are. The father wonders 

where the boy has heard about long term goals and is told “You said it […]  a long time 

ago.”87 This question is, however, ignored by the father, possibly because he knows he’s 

dying and will have a hard time answering. Inside he knows that his long term goal is to get 

his son to a safe spot, to help him survive. 

      When the man eventually dies because of a long illness, they haven’t geographically 

reached a goal. However, the man has reached a goal within. He has come to be so certain of 

his son’s prosperous future, that he can die calmly. After his death the boy finds a new family, 

with a father, mother and two children. The boy sees signs of goodness, civilization, life and 

also of religion, when the mother starts talking about God. It is, for the moment, a happy 

ending. 

                                               
86 http://www.readysteadybook.com/Blog.aspx?permalink=20061122055947 Mark Thwaite, 14 May 2009
87 Cormac McCarthy The Road, 160
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5. CONCLUSION

The great abundance of apocalyptic literature proves a desire for reading about our great fear 

becoming reality. This need or lust or interest should not be laughed about or ignored. When 

fearing something, it needs to be dealt with and talked about. Therefore, next time my 

students come to school, expecting to world to go under, I will listen to them and take them 

seriously. Perhaps we’ll even read an apocalyptic text together, why not The Road?  

Discussing and analysing the novel would certainly be valuable to them. 

      The aim of this essay was to show that, even though dark and horrible, The Road presents 

a belief in humanity and hope for a future. In the first chapter the greyness, emptiness, death 

and destruction was described, in order to give a picture of how very dark a picture McCarthy 

provides the reader with. As presented, it is difficult to find either colour, light, or life. The 

main characters’ struggle seems effortless and forever ongoing. However, as proven in the 

second chapter, there are evidently small symbols of hope when studied closer, a few 

coloured items and symbolic usage of light and fire, that give many readers an optimistic 

feeling. Above all, McCarthy shows the reader that human beings can be generous and loving, 

especially the father and his son. McCarthy makes the readers think about themselves and 

their actions – what would I do in such a circumstance? Would I become a savage or would I 

stay civilized? These thoughts surely stay within the reader a long time after reading the last 

page of The Road. McCarthy makes us want to be that “good guy”, even when dealing with 

little things in ordinary life today. In addition, McCarthy helps the reader understand the 

importance of cherishing the moment, to be with our loved ones, to enjoy life and to be there 

for others – to do some good. You never know what will happen. 

      When it comes to the question of whether or not you have to believe in order to survive, 

McCarthy states that faith is of great importance, faith in a god or faith in humanity or 

whatever choice of faith you make. As discussed in the third chapter of this essay, the belief 

in God is sometimes weak, but as long as there is a belief in something you will be able to 

fight on. In conclusion, the boy, who tentatively is some kind of a Jesus figure, and who also 

could be interpreted as one when reading the book, is, above all, goodness himself and his 

character leaves a strong belief in humanity at the ending of this novel. Depending on the 

readers personal conviction, the novel will be interpreted differently. Religious readers see 

proof of divinity and signs of the possibility in trusting God when it comes to saving 

humanity. Non-religious readers can interpret McCarthy’s text and see that it is up to us, and 

that it’s our strength and goodness within that can save humanity. McCarthy doesn’t give a 
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clear answer, and maybe he doesn’t feel certain himself when it comes to a higher force, 

except for the fact that believing in something gives power. Accordingly, it is stated in chapter 

three that having a goal is important. If you believe things will change for the better once you 

reach your goal, you will fight harder to get there. 
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