
JOHN STEINBECK"S CHARACTERIZATION 

OP TOfEN: A REVALUATION 

APPROVED: 

Major Professor 

Vi/j /i <v 

Minor Professor 

Director of tlie Department of Englinh 
" I 

De'arf of the Graduate School 



JOHN STEINBECK'S CHARACTERIZATION 

OF WOMEN: A DEVALUATION 

THESIS 

Presented to the Graduate Council of the 

North Texas State University in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS 

By 

Irma Elizabeth Proctor, B« A 

Denton, Texas 

August., 1969 



Page 

TABLE 0?' CONTENTS 

Chapter 

I. INTRODUCTION . 1 

II. MATERNAL FIGURES 10 

I N . "RESPECTABLE" WOMEN . 44 

IV. PROMISCUOUS WOMEN , .77 

V. CONCLUSIONS 10 5 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 108 

IXX 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

J A close study will reveal that the role of women in the 

fictional world of John Steinbeck is better developed and of 

considerably more importance than has often been realized; 

and that, although Steinbeck places considerable emphasis on 

masculine comradeship, he has none the less produced many 

notable women characters, not only essentially evil ones such 

as Cathy in East, of Euen and Cur .'Ley's wife in Of Mice arid Men, 

but also truly noble persons such as Ma Joad of The Grapes ojf 

Wrath and Juana of The Pearl." Becuuse at no time are critics 

ever completely in agreement, particularly about a writer 

whose works are as varied, as uneven, and as polemic as 

Steinbeck's, careful scrutiny of Steinbeck's feminine char-

acters will both refute and defend what has been said about 

his characterization of worsen and perhaps sometimec of men 

as well. 

Distaff characters present stiong evidence against the 

claim of Edmund Wilson that Steinbcck's people are "so rudi-

mentary that they are almost on the animal level,"1 It i is 

-'-Edmund Wilson, "John Steinbeck, " in The Boys in the 
Back Room (San Francisco, 19^1), pp. ^2-437"' 



demonstrable that, although the characters are usually in 

close communion with nature, they are anything but rudi-
/ 

mentary, and are in many instances quite complex. Another 

critic, Claude-Edmonde Magny, ha,s claimed that women play a 

subordinate role, and also that the theme of such novels as 

East of Eden and Of Mice and Men is "the expulsion of Woman 
,, O 

from the true human community. Although she acknowledges 

several noble maternal figures in his works, Magny sees in 

Steinbeck's portrayals of Cathy and Curley's wife evidence 

of his picture of womankind as "the source of all disasters 

and discords . . . rooted not so much in the American past 

as in one of the very oldest myths, which undoubtedly belongs 

to the collective heritage of mankind: the myth of the Virgin 

Whore."3 To this category of women, she says, belong Helen-

Silene of the Trojan War, Giftmadchen of Nordic epics, and 

Judith of the Bible, ones "for whom, around whom, men kill 

and die, pillage, burn, and lynch" without the women's having 

a direct part in the crimes.^ 

Peter Lispa, in The Wide World of John Steinbeck, asserts 

that Magny is accurate in saying that Steinbeck places 

emphasis on comradeship among men (without any suggestion of 

homosexuality) but wrong in implying that he rejects woman 

Claude-Edmonde Magny, "East of Eden," Perspectives 
USA, V (Fall, 1953), l;+8. ~ 

3Ibid. 

Ibid. 



from true fellowship In society. Neither, he says, are the 

women "prototypes for the Helen-Silene of the Trojan Wars."5 

He continues that "there is only one Cathy in Steinbeck's 

work, but there are many noble women--Juana in The Pearl, 

Rama and Elizabeth in To a God Unknown, Mordeen in Burning 

Bright, Ma Joad in The Grapes of Wrath, and most of the 

women in The Pastures of Heaven.Noting that all of the 

foregoing are married and that "there are altogether only 

a half-dozen unmarried women who are not professional 

whores, "7 "Lisca. discusses women's apparent categorization 

according to occupation, saying they "seem compelled to 

choose between homemaking and whoredom. It is better to be 

a good whore than a bad wife, and better to be a good wife 

than a bad whore. Perfection is attainable in either field: 

there is Ma Joad and there is Dora Flood."® 

It is true, as Lisca says, that Steinbeck often places 

emphasis on comradeship among men; this is further demon-

strated by the lack of romantic love relationships in his 

works. In only one, Sweet Thursday, can romance be called 

the predominant theme. Lisca is also correct in discerning 

that most women characters may be categorized into two 

^Peter Lisca, The T£id e World of John Steinbeck (New 
Brunswick, 1958), pp.~206-20Y• 

Îb-id. , p. 207'. 

7Ibid. ^ 

®Ibid. 



occupations, homemaking and harlotry. However, he does not 

seem to recognize fully the importance of the roles of 

women, and that some of Steinbeck's best-drawn and most 

notable characters are women. 

If one is to understand Steinbeck's women characters— 

indeed, if one is to understand the novels at all—some 

knowledge of the most important factors influencing his 

writing is necessary. The author's geographic and cultural 

milieu, his part-time occupations, and one particularly 

important friendship have all contributed to his choice of 

subject matter, style of writing, and unique viewpoint. 

John Steinbeck was born in 1902 in the small town of 

Salinas, California, in the beautiful valley which stretches 

for a hundred and twenty miles parallel, to the Pacific coast 

north of Los Angeles and south of San Francisco. It is 

bounded on. the east by the Gabilan Mountains and on the west 
J 

by the Santa, Lucias. During vacations, as he worked on farms 

in the valley, he gained an intimate knowledge of the land 

and its people: migrant farm workers, ranchers, and paisanos 

Here, in town and country, he had experiences which resulted 

in his special rapport with the social outcasts and misfits. 

For five years, beginning in 1920, he was enrolled inter-

mittently at Stanford University, apparently taking courses 

because he had interests in certain subjects rather than 

because they would lead to a degree. During this time he 

also continued to work as ranch hand, painter, arid carpenter. 



and as a chemist in a sugar beet factory.. Apparently his 

experiences at work were more meaningful than his academic 

experiences, for Watt says that his stay at the university 

"confirmed rather than weakened his sense of solidarity with 

working men and women (as opposed to artists, intellectuals, 

and the wealthy) whose labours, deprivations and amusements 

he shared.."9 

Another important factor in the background of the writer, 

one which undoubtedljr influenced his frequent use of sym-

bolism, was his early exposure to classic literature, due 

no doubtj to the influence of his mother, a former school-

teacher. He writes to his publisher that "certain books were 

realer than experience--Crime and Pun 1 shment was like that 

and Madame Bovary and parts of Paradise Lost and things of 

George Eliot and The Return of the Native . . . But 

an even more important book was Malory's Morte d'Arthur, 

acquired when he was nine years old, which he says influenced 

him more than anything else except the King James version of 

the Bible. 

The third principal influence on his writing was his 

friendship with marine biologist Ed Ricketts, Ricketts and 

his friends and associates became characters in several of 

Steinbeck's works (In Dubious Battle, Cannery Row, and Sweet 

9P. W. Watt, John Steinbeck (New York, 1962), p. 8. 

Lisea, The Wide World of John Steinbeck. p. 23. 



Thursday, principally); more important was Ricketts* influence 

on the writer's "biological" viewpoint and non-teleological 

thinking^ concepts which continue to distinguish his work. 

Steinbeck's interest in marine biology is evident in 

his sense of man's behavior as based on animal instincts, as 

Watts indicates: 

Marine biology stimulated not only a quasi-scientific 
theory of artistic objectivity, but also a sense of 
the many particular analogies between marine and 
human life . . . . Aldous Huxley once suggested that 
a young writer anxious to master his craft could learn 
all about life by observing the behavior of a pair of 
Siamese cats. For Steinbeck the tide-pools of 
California provided the same kind of serio-comic 
opportunity. First, there was striking evidence of 
the life force at work, the primal urges of survival 
and procreation. To watch the unending struggle of 
marine creatures to survive, often in the most unsym-
pathetic circumstances, gave the collectors on the 
Sea of Cortez expedition on which Steinbeck accom-
panied Ricketts in 194-0 a distinct feeling of 
pleasure especially when the "survival quotient" 
was high. . . ,J-1 

The qualities which lead to a high survival quotient are 

"part of what he is amused by or admires in such ecologically 

triumphant social outcasts as the paisanos of Tortilla Flat 

and the bums of Cannery Row."-*̂  

Another concept derived from observations of marine 

biology is the idea of the group organism, an unusual idea 

which he applies to man in a number of his novels, including 

In Dubious Battle, Cannery Row, The Grapes of Wrath, and 

-L1Watt» p . l6. 

12roid, p. 17. 
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The Moon Is Down. In the tide pools Steinbeck saw not only 

the battle for individual survival, but also the manner in 

which schools of fish behave as units.**3 Watt sums up this 

theory as follows: 

He /~Steinbeck_7 posits the existence of a corporate 
entity, a larger animal with a nature and drives of 
its own, and suggests that when a school is studied, 
not as a collection of individuals, but as itself an 
animal, it will be seen that the parts serve the 
whole by the special functions that they perform. 
Even the weaker and slower parts have their place 
in the total organism . . . . ̂  

Non-teleological thinking, another legacy of the author's 

association with Ed Ricketts, can briefly be defined as the 

belief that nothing is caused, but that it merely "is." 

Steinbeck explains the term in this manner: 

Non-teleological ideas derive through "is" 
thinking. . . . Non-teleological thinking concerns 
itself primarily not with what should be, or could 
be, or might be, but rather with what actually "is"---
attempting at most to answer the already sufficiently 
difficult questions what or how, instead of why.15 

That this philosophy sometimes leads to inconsistency and 

paradox is not surprising, for its strictest application 

could preclude the matter of free will. Not only does 

application of non-teleological thinking change from novel 

to novel, but also there may be inconsistencies within a ' 

novel. As Watt says, "Nothing is more characteristic than 

•*-3John Steinbeck., The Log from the Sea of Cortez (New 
York, 1951), p. 240. "" ' ~ 

111 Watt, p. 17. 

-^Steinbeck, The Log from the Sea of Cortez, p. 135-
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Steinbeck's philosphical tentativeness, his lack of dogmatic 

certainty. 

Because his writing often appears deceptively simple, 

several levels of interpretation of Steinbeck's work may be 

missed, leading to his being underrated and misunderstood. 

Antonia Seixas, Steinbeck's former secretary and Ricketts' 

former wife, has pointed out that Steinbeck writes consciously 

on four levels. First she lists the obvious story level; 

second, the "social protest" level; third, the symbolic 

level; and fourth, the "non-teleological" level.^' Although 

she applies these concepts specifically to Of Mice and Men 

and The Wayward Bus in her article, they may well apply to 

most of Steinbeck's work. Wherever pertinent to women 

characters, these concepts will be discussed. 

Since, as Peter Lisca suggests, nearly all Steinbeck's 

women characters may be divided into two basic categories, 

those women married and respectable in the eyes of society 

and those women single and social outcasts because they are 

prostitutes, Chapters II and III will deal with socially 

respectable women and Chapter IV with women outcasts from 

conventional society. Because there is an essential differ-

ence between his serious works and those an a lighter vein, 

l6Watt, p. 19. 

•^Antonia Seixas, "John Steinbeck and the Non-Teleological 
Bus," in Steinbeck arid His Critics, edited by E. W. Tedlock, 
Jr. and Cf. "V. Wicker̂ Albiiquerque,'' 1957), pp. 276-277. """" 



in his treatment of women characters, categorization within 

the .chapters will be according to types of literature, 

whether serious or light and romantic in tone. Discussion 

will be divided between characters treated either sympa-

thetically or unsympathetically. Because the author's 

attitude toward women seems essentially the same in The 

Winter of Our Discontent, his last novel, as it was in some 

of his earliest works, chronology will not be the principal 

method of division, but will be used where no other logical 

order takes precedence. 

This thesis will consider most of the major women 

characters in Steinbeck's novels and his two books of short 

stories and will include minor characters who unjquely 

illustrate important points. 



CHAPTER II 

MATERNAL FIGURES 

The women whose roles will be considered in this chapter 

are Ma Joad of The Grapes of Wrath, Liza Hamilton of East of 

Eden, Elizabeth and Rama of To a God Unknown, snd Juana of 

The Pearl, all of whom achieve nea,r perfection in their roles 

as wives and mothers. A study of these women proves the 

complexity of Steinbeck's characters. They possess qualities 

which are beyond mere animality~-idealisraJ, individuality, 

and preternatural knowledge—all particularly pronounced in 

these maternal figures. Biological viewpoint alone cannot 

account for these women and their capacities for mature love 

and understanding. 

Charles Child Walcutt, in crediting Steinbeck with a 

transcendental, as well as scientific viewpoint., presents 

a more accurate analysis: 

Thus emerge more or less fused, great strands of 
Steinbeck's transcendental naturalism: the belief 
in the unfettered human spirit, and the belief 
that exact scientific knowledge will bring us to 
inmost truths. 

•̂ Charles Child. Walcutt, American Literary Natural Ism, 
A Divided Stream (Minneapolis, 1956), p. 265. 

10 
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Referring specifically to The Grapes of Wrath, Frederic 

I. Carpenter substantially agrees with Walcutt, but mentions 

a realistic rather than a naturalistic viewpoint: 

For the first time in history, The^G-rapes of 
Wrath brings together and makes real three great" 
skeins of American thought. It begins with the 
t range en dental oversoul, Emerson' s faith in the '> 
common man,- and his -Protestant self-reliance. To <v 
this it joins Whitman's religion of the lov& of " 
all men and his mass democracy.. And. it combines-^ 
these mystical^ an'd poetic ideas with the realistic 
philosophy of* pragmatism vand its emphasis on J ̂  
effective - action. ""From, this it develops a new — 
kind of Christianity—not otherworldly and passive, ; 
but earthly and active. j 

Ma Joad is clearly a fusion of viewpoints, biological 

and transcendental, first because she is an outstanding 

biological specimen and, secondly, because she transcends 

mere animality in that she is imbued with qualities not 

found in any tide pool collection. Frederick Bracher sees 

her as "an heroic figure because she is so good a biological 

specimen" with a strong will to survive, both for herself 

and for the family as a unit.-3 If the family may be considered 

an example of Steinbeck's group-man, Ma functions as head, as 

heart, and as the sinew which holds the unit together. 

Notably lacking in Steinbeck's characterization of Ma 

is the aesthetic distance with which he views many of his 

Frederic I. Carpenter, "The Philosophical Joads," in 
Steinbeck and His Crltj.cs, edited by E. W. Tedlock, Jr • and 
C. V." Tficker "(Albuquerque, 1957) ̂  p. 2^9. 

^Frederick Bracher, "Steinbeck and the Biological View 
of Man," in Steinbeck and His Critics, edited by E. W. Tedlock, 
Jr. and C, V. Wicker "(Allmquerque'," 1957) > p. 193* 
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characters, particularly those in a lighter vein. Specifi-

cally, the author identifies with Ma and is far more empathic 

with her than with his women of ill repute. It is a mark of 

his success, however, that never does he lose the restraint 

which prevents undue sentimentality. 

At the beginning of the novel the reader is told that 

Ma's "hazel eyes seemed to have'experienced all possible 

tragedy and to have mounted pain and suffering like steps 

to a high calm and superhuman understanding."^" It is an 

achievement of characterization that she emerges in action 

as supremely human rather than superhuman. She epitomizes 

a high survival quotient for herself and the family, having 

been, as Bracher says, "made tough and resourceful by 

adversity."5 

She seemed to know, to accept, to welcome her 
position, the citadel of the family, the strong 
place that could not be taken. And since old Tom 
and the children could not know hurt or fear unless 
she acknowledged hurt oivfear, she had practiced 
denying them in herself. 

Judging by her later actions, one might believe that Ma's 

failure to acknowledge hurt or fear was not a pyschologically 

unhealthy repressive self-delusion, but rather, a suppression 

of her own emotions so that the family would not be hurt or 

fearful. 

"̂John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (New York, 1958), 
p. 100. 

^Bracher, p. 193. 

^Steinbeck, The Graues of Wrath, p. 100. 
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Conscious of her position in the family, Ma strives to 

show positive emotions, "since, when a joyful thing happened, 

they looked to see whether joy was on her, it was her habit 

v'7 

to build up laughter out of inadequate materials. ' In the 

face of their innumerable difficulties, joy was better than 

calm, and "imperturbability could be depended, upon. And 

from her great and humble position in the family she had 

taken dignity and a clean calm beauty."® Also, the family 

welfare depended on her: 
Prom her position as healer, her hands had grown 
sure and cool and quiet; from her position as 
arbiter she had become as remote and faultless 
in judgment as a goddess. She seemed to know 
that if she swayed the family shook, and if she 
ever deeply wavered or despaired the fami iy 
would fall, the family will to function would • 
be gone.9 

Steinbeck's revelation of Ma through her actions is 

somewhat at variance with his early authorial dicta, however. 

She is never actually goddess-like but rather is magnificently 

human. She suffers great tragedy and hurt, but she is never 

permanently defeated by them. 

The manner in which Ma. strives to project positive 

feelings and suppress negative ones is revealed in a short 

scene near the beginning of the novel. The family is 

preparing for the trip to California as Jim Casy speaks first 

to young Tom about his mother: 

Îb.ld. ®lbld, 

9lb;] d. 



ib 

"She looks ta.r'd," 
"Women's always tar'd," said Tom. That's just 

• the way women is, 'cept at meetin1 once o,n' again." 
"Yeah, but tar'der'n that. Real tar'd, like 

she's sick-tar'd." 
Ma was just through the door, arid she heard 

his words. Slowly her relaxed face tightened, 
and the lines disappeared from the taut muscular 
'face. Her eyes sharpened and her shoulders straight-
ened.10 

Here the author reveals not only his inherent sympathy 

with Ma, but also his knowledge of the hardships of such a 

person as she, garnered from his living and traveling in a 

converted truck with a group of migrants across the country 

to California. 

As Joseph Warren Beach describes her, Ma is "the voice 

of right feeling and generous impulse and the traditional 

code of decent conduct."11 When the family faces a decision 

about asking Jim Casy, a former revivalist preacher, to share 
- V 

their already overcrowded automobile and short provisions, 

she makes the choice which upholds the family honor. Her 

reply to Pa's query about their ability to feed an extra 

mouth is characteristic: 
"it ain't kin we? It's will we?" she said firmly. 
"As far as 'kin,' we can't do nothin', not go to 
California or nothin'; but as far as 'will'--it's 
a long time our folks been here and east before, 
an' I never heerd tell of no Joads or no Hazletts, 

10 Ibid., p. lit-7. 

Joseph Warren Beach, "John Steinbeck: Art and 
Propaganda," in Steinbeck and His Critics, edited by E. W. 
Tedlock, Jr. and C~. VWicker" "(Albuquerque, 1957), p. 264. 
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neither, ever refusen1 food an' shelter or a lift 
on the road to anybody that asked. They1s been 

. mean Joads, but never that mean. 

Ma's womanly qualities and sense of social obligation 

are dominant, as Lincoln R. Gibbs points out: 

Ma Joad would be womanly and maternal in any 
situation. If she had been a duchess, she would 
have labored with heroism for the integrity of the 
fe-mily and would have had a comprehensive vision 
of the serious social obligation of her class. 
. . . Thg: courage and devotion of the woman are 
sublime 

No matter what the circumstances, Ma saw to the pres-

ervation of the social amenities. In the government camp 

in California, although the family has arrived exhausted 

after fleeing from a "Hooverville" camp which was to be 

burned, she insists that the family be clean and combed to 

meet expected visitors. To the daughter who is expecting 

a baby, she says, "'Rosasharn, you git upright. You just 

been mopin' enough. They's a ladies® committee a-comin', 

tf 1 ̂  

and the famly ain't gonna be frawny when they get here.' 

To the manager of the cajnp sne manages to be a gracious 

hostess with the few materials at her disposal. 

Maintaining a sense of family pride, Ma recounts how 

an ancestral Joad had fought in the Revolution: "'We're-

-^Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath, p. 139-

•̂ Lincoln R. Gibbs, "John Steinbeck: Moralist," in 
Steinbeck and His Critics, edited by E. W. Tedlock, Jr. and 
C. V. Wicker (Albuquerque, ig^7), p. 103. 

-^Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath, p. ^13. 
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Joads. We don't look up to nobody. Gram-pa's grarnpa, he fit 

in the Revolution. We was farm people till the debt.'nl5 

Ma's paramount determination is that the family shall 

stay together. At the first proposed separation, when Rose 

of Sharon informs Ma that she and her husband, Connie, hope 

to live in town, Ma says, "'We don't want you to go away from 

u s • • • ain't good for folks to break u p . T h e next 

proposed separation of the family occurs when the car of the 

Wilsons, their traveling companions, breaks down and plans 

are made by the men in the group for the truck to be taken 

on ahead. Ma absolutely refuses to go, and to Pa's aston-

ishment, picks up a jack handle which she brandishes 

threateningly, saying: 

- "On'y way you gonna get me to go is whup me. . . . 
An' I'll shame you, Pa. I won't take no whuopin', 
cry in' an' a'beggin' I'll light into you. An"' 
you ain't so sure you can whuo me anyways, An' 
if ya do get me, I swear to God I'll wait till 
you got your back turned, or you're settin' down, 
and I'll knock you belly-up with a bucket,"' 

When Pa does not break out into a fury, the group knows that 

Ma has won. At this point it is obvious that Ma has assumed 

actual control, not from a wish to dominate, but from 

necessity. 

Young Tom, always close to his mother, asks her why she 

has acted in a way which seems foreign to her nature, and she 

1^Ibld., p. 420. 16lbid., p. 225. 

-*-7Ibid., p. 230. 
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gives her reasons in terms of her conviction that the family 

must stay together. Tom and the other men remonstrate that 

the separation wouldn't be for long, and the others could 

be making money if they drove on. Ma is unconvinced by any 

argument and ready to fight in an ungoddess-like manner to 

get her way: 

"The money we'd make wouldn't do no good . . . . 
All we got is the family unbroke. Like a bunch 
of cows, when the lobos are ranging, stick all 
together. I ain't scared while we're all here, 
all that's alive, but I ain't gonna see us bust 
up. The Wilsons here is with us, an' the preacher 
is with. us. I can't say nothin' if they want to 
go, but I'm a'goin' cat-wild with this here piece 
a bar'arn if my own folks busts up."̂ -° 

In eastern California Ma threatens a policeman with her 

frying pan when he calls her an "Okie" and warns her that the 

family will be "run in" if they are not gone by morning. 

Then she worries that Tom will see the policeman and hit 

him: 

Tom said, "What'd I go an' h:.t a policeman 
for?" 

Ma smiled. "Well—he talked so bad-~I nearly 
hit him myself." 

Tom grabbed her arm and shook her roughly 
and loosely, and he laughed. He sat down on the 
ground, still laughing "My God, Ma. I knowed you 
when you was gentle. What's come over you?" 

She looked serious. "I don' know, Tom." 
"Fust you stan' us off with a jack handle, 

and now you try to hit a cop." He laughed softly, 
and he reached out and patted her bare foot 
tenderly. "A ol' hell-cat," he said.-*9 

l8Ibld., p. 231. 

19Ibld., p. 293. 
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The empathy which exists between Ma and her children 

is unusual. Perhaps Ma's understanding is nowhere more 

poignantly revealed than in her discussion with Rose of 

Sharon about the girl's fears over the coming baby: 

"When you're young, Rosasharn, ever'thing that 
happens is a thing all by itself. It's a lonely 
thing. I 'member, Rosasharn." Her mouth loved the 
name of her daughter. "You're gonna have a baby 
That's gonna hurt you, an' the hurt'11 be lonely 
hurt, an1 this here tent is alone in the worl', 
Rosasharn. . . . They's a time of change, an' 
when that comes, dyin' is a piece of all dyin', 
and bearin' is a piece of all bearin', an' 
bearin' an' dyin' is two pieces of the same 
thing. An' then a hurt don't hurt so bad, 'cause 
it ain't a lonely hurt no more, Rosasharn. I 
wisht I could tell you so you'd know, but I can't." 
And her voice was so soft, so full of love, that 
tears crowded into Rose of Sharon's e^s, and 
flowed over her eyes and blinded her.1"-̂  

At the beginning of the novel. Ma's concern and love are 

primarily for her family circle, although she recognizes a 

responsibility toward others. Unlike many of Steinbeck's 

other women characters, she experiences a change and growth 

in understanding. Ultimately, she comes to realize that love 

and concern must extend to all mankind. After the migrants 

living in the cluster of boxcars have survived the flood 

through united action and a neighbor has assisted at the 

birth of Rose of Sharon's stillborn child, Ma says, "'Use' 

to be the fambly was fust. It ain't, so now. It's anybody. 

Worse off we get, the more we got to do.'"^ 

20Ibid., pp. 285-286. 

21Ibld., p. 606. 
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In the last scene in the book, Ma and Rose of Sharon 

demonstrate in a manner both real and symbolic this newly 

discovered notion. The family,, driven from their boxcar 

home by the rising waters, takes refuge in an old barn. 

There they encounter an old man unable to take solid nour-

ishment and about to die of starvation. In a scene 

necessarily handled with great restraint, Rose of Sharon 

gives assent to Ma's mute question and feeds the starving 

man from her full breast. This action reflects Ma's new 

understanding that, each individual is a part of a larger 

whole and must consider the welfare of all. Here are seen 

evidences of transcendentalist philsophy: first, there is 

the reflection of the conception of the oversoul, the unity 

of all being; second, there is evidence of the application 

of the concept, as Walcutt puts it, that "thus through the 

mind, by what the transcendentaljsts called reason or 

intuition, man can directly experience truth •••-or call it 

Absolute—because he is that Absolute. Ma Joa.d's charac-

terization reveals that Steinbeck conceives of man as a 

spiritual as well as a biological being. 

Although Ma Joad is undoubtedly Steinbeck's best-drawn 

and most notable woman character, there is another who in 

many ways comes close to equalling her. This character is 

Liza Hamilton, the author's own maternal grandmother, of 

pp 
Walcutt, p. 11. 
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whom he writes in East of Eden. Although Liza is a person 

somewhat lacking in humor and rather narrow in outlook, she 

is none the less an individual whose courage, common sense, 

skillful reaction to her environment, and devotion to her 

family are equal to those qualities in Ma Joad. 

With a rather curious sense of detachment, evident in 

the first portion of the book and afterward abandoned, 

Steinbeck describes his little Irish ancestor: 

Her head was small and round and it held small 
round convictions. She had a button nose and a 
hard little set-back chin, a gripping jaw set on 
its course even though the angels of God argued 
against it. 

Liza was a good plain cook, and her house— 
it was always her house—>vras brushed and pummelled 
and washed. Bearing her children did not hold her 
back, very much—two weeks at the most she had to be 
careful. She must have had a pelvic arch of whale-00 
bone, for she had big children one after the other. 

Her point of view, unlike that of her husband, is 

puritanical: 

Liza had a finely developed sense of sin. Idleness 
was a sin, and card playing, which was a kind of 
idleness to her. She was suspicious of fun whether 
it involved dancing or singing or even laughter. 
She felt that people having a good time were wide 
open to the devil. And this was a shame, for 
Samuel was a laughing man, but I guess Samuel was 
wide open to the devil. His wife protected him 
whenever she could. 

. . . She had no spark of humor and only 
occasionally a blade of cutting wit. She fright-
ened her grandchildren because she had no weakness. 
She suffered bravely and uncomplainingly through 
life, convinced that that was the way her God 

^3john Steinbeck, East of Eden (New York, 1952), p. 8, 
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wanted everyone to live. She felt that rewards 

came later. ̂  

Curiously, in this description Steinbeck emphasizes 

her negative qualities. Actually, her family views her with 

a great deal of affection and respect. Her more extreme 

opinions evoke amusement rather than fear. The statement 

that her grandchildren are a little afraid of her is not 

borne out in the story. 

From a biological standpoint—although East of Eden is 

less concerned than most of Steinbeck's works with biology 

and group-man--Liza is an excellent specimen because she has 

the stamina and adaptability which make for a high survival 

quotient. Paradoxically, some of what might usually be 

considered her negative qualities contribute to the welfare 

and survival of her family. 

Liza's prim and prosaic nature, it soon becomes apparent, 

is a needed balance for her brilliant but sometimes imprac-

tical husband, Samuel. Steinbeck, almost at the end of the 

story, indicates the complementary nature of the relationship: 

"Perhaps it takes these two kinds to make a good marriage, 

riveted with several kinds of s t r e n g t h s . j n addition, 

her unquestioning and narrow faith is a source of strength, 

enabling her better to take life's stresses and survive; 

^Ibld., p . 9 • 

25ibid., p. 259. 
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her conception of idleness as a sin keeps the family from -

the poorhouse. 

Samuel's reliance on his wife and respect for her 

judgment are revealed when he sends for her after he has 

delivered the Trask twins. He is puzzled by their mother, 

Cathy, who has bitten him savagely on the hand. 

"I want my wife/' Samuel cried. "No dreams, no 
ghosts, no foolishness. I want her here. They 
say miners take canaries into the pits to test 
the air. Liza has no truck with foolishness. 
And Lee, if Liza sees a ghost, it's a ghost and 
not a fragment of a dream. 

As the Chinese servant leaves to get Liza, Samuel adds, 

"'Tell her I need her here. . . . And if Lize doesn't want 

to come, tell her we need a woman's hand here and a woman's 
O'/ 

clear eyes.'1 • 

Liza characteristically arrives at four that morning. 

First she sends Samuel to the doctor to have his hand treated; 
He was to get up this instant, saddle Doxology, and 
ride straight to King City. No matter what time it 
was, he must wake up that good-for-nothing doctor 
and get his hand, treated. If it seemed all right he 
could go home and wait. And it was a criminal thing 
to leave your /~Liza's__7 last-born, and he little 
more than, a baby himself . . . . It was a matter 
which might even engage the attention of the Lord 
God Himself. 

In the meantime Liza takes over the Trask household. 

First "she put the babies on a working basis and noted with 

26Ibid., p. 173-

27Ibid. 

28Ibi-d,, p. 175-
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satisfaction that they howled most of the time and began to 

gain weight." Lee, the Chinese servant, "she used like a 

slave since she didn't quite believe in him." Adam Trask, 

the twins' father, she ignored, "since she couldn't use him 

for anything," although she did make him wash windows.^9 

Liza,, whose perception of the human personality is 

generally less acute than her husband's, could shed no light 

on the riddle of Cathy: 

Liza sat with Cathy just enough to come to the 
conclusion that she was a sensible girl who didn't 
talk very much or try to teach her grandmother to 
suck eggs. She also checked her over and found 
that she was perfectly healthy, not injured and not 
sick, and that she would never nurse the twins. 
"And just as well too," she said, "Those great 
lummoxes would chew a little thing like you to the 
bone." She forgot that she was smaller than Cathy 
and had nursed every one of her own children.30 

She is not entirely misled by Cathy, however, for she tells 

Samuel that Cathy has somehow put a spell over Adam, and 

that although she does not know exactly why, she really 

does not like Cathy very much. 

Even though Liza can be counted on in any emergency 

and is wondrously capable as a housekeeper, life with her 

for those less puritanical in outlook than she has certain 

disadvantages. There is a "nail-hard strength in her, a 

lack of any compromise, a rightness in the face of all 

opposing wrongness" which often, but not always, led to her 

will's prevailing: 

29Ibi!- 3°Ibid., p. 3.76. 
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Liza hated alcoholic liquors with an iron 
zeal. Drinking alcohol in any form she regarded 

. as a crime against a, properly outraged deity. Not 
only would she not touch it herself, but she 
resisted its enjoyment by anyone else. The result 
naturally was that her husband Samuel and a3,1 her 
children had a good lusty love for a drink. 

Samuel is never allowed even a little glass of whisky 

to ease his illness. In answer to his plea for a little 

help for the pain, Liza asks, "'Would you go to the throne of 

God with liquor on your breath?'" And she answers for him, 

"'You would n o t ! ' " 3 2 But later, the doctor prescribes a 

tablespoon of port wine for medicinal purposes for her. After 

the first spoonful, she decides that it is not so bad, and 

from that day on, she sometimes takes as much as a quart a 

day, always by tablespoon. After that, the reader is told, 

she is a much more relaxed and happy woman. 

Liza's religion is orthodox, strict, and sternly prac-

ticed. As Samuel expresses it to his son Joe, "'Her faith is 

a mountain.'"33 Because he has borrowed her Bible from which 

to choose a name, Samuel recounts many of Liza's religious 

views to Adam Trask and Lee when he helps choose names for 

the Trask twins. Samuel remarks that Liza becomes angry 

with him when he says he does not understand the story of 

original sin or the story of Cain and Abel. She thinks he 

3-*-ibid., p. 37 

32ibid, 

33jbid., p. 224. 
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should not try to understand them, but merely accept them, 

for as she says, "'Why try to explain a verity?'"3^ Examining 

Liza's evenly worn Bible, Samuel remarks that much can be 

told about a man by the pages that are edged with dirt by 

seeking fingers. To Lee's question about Liza's feelings 

toward the paradoxes in the Bible, Samuel replies that she 

does not recognize their existence. 

Liza's religious beliefs, however narrow, are a source 

of strength. Her faith enables her to stand the death of 

her daughter Una, probably by suicide, better than Samuel, 

for Liza "had no real hope this side of Heaven." Una's 

death aged Samuel, who suddenly becomes an old man. But 

Liza, "who surely loved her family as deeply as did her 

husband, was not destroyed or warped. Her life continued 

evenly. She felt sorrow but she survived it."35 Steinbeck 

says: 

I think perhaps Liza accepted the world as 
she accepted the Bible, with all of its paradoxes 
and its reverses. She did not like death but she 
knew it existed, and when it came it did not 
surprise her.3o 

Liza accepts death unquestioningly: 

To Liza it was simply death—the thing promised 
and expected. She could go on and in her sorrow put 
a pot of beans in the oven, bake six pies, and plan 

3^lbid., p. 237. 

3^ibid., p. 258. 

3^1bid., pp. 258-259. 
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to exactness how much food would be necessary 
properly to feed the funeral guests. And she 

• could in her sorrow see that Samuel had a clean 
white shirt and that his black broadcloth was 
brushed and free of spots and his shoes blacked. 

In addition to her faith, it is perhaps a degree of the 

kind of stamina found in Ma Joad, a built-in endurance, 

which enables Liza to carry on. 

Liza's adaptability makes leaving the ranch to live 

with a daughter in Salinas easier to accept: 

Everything else being equal, she was glad to be 
going to visit her children. She was curious 
about them and their children. She had no love 
of places. A place was only a resting stage on 
the way to Heaven. She did not like work for 
itself, but she did it because it was there to 
be done. And she was tired. Increasingly it 
was more difficult to fight the aches and 
stiffnesses which tried to keep her in bed in 
the morning~-not that they ever succeeded.3° 

Although she looks forward to Heaven, Liza has some 

secret misgivings about it: 

And she looked forward to Heaven as a place 
where clothes did not get dirty and where food 
did not have to be cooked and dishes washed. 
Privately there were some things in Heaven of 
which she did not quite approve. There was too 
much singing, and she didn't see how even the 
Elect could survive for very long the celestial 
laziness which wa,s promised. She would find 
something to do in Heaven. There must be some-
thing to take up one's time—some clouds to darn, 
some weary wing's to rub with liniment. Maybe 
the collars of the robes needed turning now and 
then, and when you come right down to it, she 
couldn't believe that even in Heaven there would 
not be cobwebs in some corner to be knocked down 
with a cloth-covered broom.39 

37ibid. ,, p. ?-59. 36ibid. 39ibid. 
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Liza's strength and stamina carries her through the 

greatest ordeal of all, the loss of her husband. Shortly-

after Samuel's death, Adam Trask asks Will Hamilton, a son, 

how Liza is bearing up. With an affectionate smile he 

answers: 

"She's a remarkable woman . . . . She's like a 
rock. I think back on all the hard times we had, 
and we had plenty of them. My father wasn't very 
practical. He was always off in the clouds or 
buried in a book. I think my mother held us 
together and kept the Hamiltons out of the poor-
house . 

"She's a fine woman." 
"Hot only fine. She's strong. She stands k 

on her own two feet. She's a tower of strength.' 

Then Will reveals that his mother had fried chicken for 

a group of nearly a hundred people who had gone to her 

daughter's home after the funeral. With Liza it was a prac-

tical matter: the people were hungry ana had to be fed. 

Sometime later Adam Trask goes to pay a call on Liza 

at the home of her daughter. He finds her unsuccessfully 

trying to clean up the ribald speech of a parrot, a gift 

from her son, and carrying on with an "iron gallantry." 

When he says that he is thinking of moving into town because 

it would be better for the boys, she replies that her family 

was never lonely. When he says that the schools are better 

in town, she replies that her daughter once taught in the 

area of the ranch, making it clef.tr that there were no better 

iK)Ibid., p. 292. 
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schools than those. Then she betrays a modicum of weakness 

when she asks Adam If he has seen her son Tom. When Adam 

replies that Tom has not been off the ranch she says, "'I 

wish you would go and see him. . . . I think he's lonely. 1 

Then she stops as though horrified at betraying her concern. 

As he leaves, Adam hears her rebuking the parrot's language 

in the same manner that once she had rebuked a vociferous 

child. 

As has been noted, Liza Hamilton is a good biological 

specimen because she has a high survival quotient and is 

equpped, in some instances by her very faults, to help the 

family grow and endure. It is paradoxical that Liza, 

.Steinbeck's own grandmother, falls short of Ma J'oad in her 

understanding of her children and husband. Although she has 

the respect and affection of her children, she lacks the 

empathy with them that exists betvreen Ma Joad and Tom or 

Rose of Sharon. It is Samuel in this family who is more 

perceptive and in closer rapport with his offspring. Yet she 

is not insensitive to her children's feelings, as is demon-

strated by her shy request to Adam that he visit Tom, now 

living alone on the ranch. 

Her care and concern for her family are paramount in 

her life, as is shown by the manner in which she slaves 

uncomplainingly on Samuel's beloved but unproductive 

^-Ibid., p. 3̂ -5• 
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ranch while he pursues his interest in invention. Even 

though she is not without fault, Liza is, as her son says, 

truly "a remarkable woman." 

Although Ma Joa,d and Liza Hamilton may well be considered 

Steinbeck's two most notable maternal figures, there are 

several others, each unique in some way, that are also worthy 

of study. One of these is Juana, of The Pearl, a work which 

may be read simply as a tale of the finding of a very large 

pearl by a young Mexican Indian or symbolically as a fable. 

In the foreword to the book Steinbeck invites his reader 

to consider the symbolic meaning when he says: "if this story 

is a parable, perhaps everyone takes his own meaning from it 

and reads M s own life into it. In any case they say in town 
hp 

that' On the level of allegory, Lisca suggests 

that the name of the young mother, Juana, means simply 
ij Q 

"woman." J A certain elevation and aesthetic distance enhances 

the reader's feeling that this is a fable; yet Steinbeck's 

inherent sympathy for those who live close to nature is also 

apparent. Juana is idealized and achieves, like Ma Joad, 

near perfection in her role as wife and mother. 

The novel begins idyllically within the sound of the 

morning splash of waves in the Gulf of Mexico as Juana, 

'̂"John Steinbeck, The Pearl, in The Short Novels of John 
Steinbeck (New York, 195*5), p. 365. " ~ — 

>1 o 

and 
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singing an ancient melody, tends to her baby, Coyotito, and 

prepares breakfast for her husband. Kino.i Her song was a 

heritage of her race and yet uniquely hers: "Juana sang 

softly an ancient song that had only three notes and yet 

endless variety of interval. And this was part of the family 

song too. It was all part. Sometimes it rose to an aching 

chord that caught the throat, saying this is safety, this is 

warmth, this is the Whole. 

Unhappiness and evil soon enter Juana's life, and she 

meets the problems x̂ ith intelligence and spirit. When 

Coyotito is bitten by a scorpion, she is not satisfied with 

conventional first aid.' Although people of her class are 

never tended by a doctor, she resolves that the baby shall 

have medical care. When Kino tells her that the doctor will 

never come to their brush house, she responds with deter-

mination: 

She looked up at him, her eyes as cold as the 
eyes of a lioness. This was Juana's first bo.by~~ 
this was nearly everything there was in Juana's 
world. And Kino saw her determination and the 
music of thê  family sounded in his head with a 
steely tone. ̂  

Juana then decides that if the doctor will not come to them, 

they will go to him. 

This was not the first occasion in which Juana had 

revealed her determination and spirit: 

^Steinbeck, The Pearl, p. 366. 

bid., p. 368. 
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Kino had wondered often at the iron in his 
po,tient, fragile wife. She, who was obedient and 
respectful and cheerful and patient, she could 
arch her back in child pain with hardly a cry. 
She could stand fatigue and hunger almost better 
than Kino himself. In the canoe she was like a 
strong man.^° 

When Kino finds the magnificent pearl, it is Juana who 

first intuitively senses its potentiality for malevolence. 

The couple has dreamed of good things to come of it—a church 

marriage, new possessions, but most of all, an education for 

Coyotito. Instead, the pearl has actuated evil occurrences: 

neighbors are envious, the pearl buyers are avaricious, and 

nameless dark ones try to steal the hidden jewel at night. 

Kino stabs an intruder in the dark and is wounded in return. 

Juana voices her fears to Kino: 

"This pearl is like a sin! It will destroy us," 
and her voice rose shrilly. "Throw it away, Kino. 
Let us break it between stones. Let us bury it 
and forget the p3ace. Let us throw it back into 
the sea. It has brought evil. Kino, my husband, 

it will destroy us."^' 

However, Kino Is blinded by the beauty of the pearl, and 

as he stares at it, he smiles. The couple's empathy is 

evident, for "juana, glancing secretly at him, saw him smile. 

And because they were in some way one thing and one purpose, 

she smiled with him."^ 

When Kino is attacked again, Juana implores him to throw 

the pearl back into the sea. He decides to take the pearl to 

46Ibid. 47Ibid., p. 383. 48Ibid, 
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the capital; as he says, "'We will not be cheated. 1 am a 

mail .'"̂ 9 Juana is not afraid to go with him. 

During the night Kino awakens to find Juana about to 

cast the pearl into the ocean. As he kicks her and strikes 

her brutally on the face, she reacts in the manner of her 

people: "juana stared at him with wide unfrightened eyes, 

like a sheep before the butcher. She knew there was murder 

in him, and it was all right; she had accepted it, and she 

would not resist or even protest." 

Juana is not angry with Kino, for one must exjject certain i 

reactions from a man: 

He had said, "I am a man," and that meant- certain 
things to Juana. It meant that Kino would drive 
his strength against a mountain and plunge his • 
strength against the sea. Juana, in her woman's 
soul, knew that the mountain would stand while the 
man broke himself; that the sea would surge while 
the man drowned in it. And yet it wa,s this thing 
that made him a man, half insane and half god, and 
Juana had need of a man; she could' not live without 
a man. Although she might be puzzled by these 
differences between man and woman, she kneif them 
and accepted them and needed them. Of course she 
would follow him, there was no question of that. 
Sometimes the quality of woman, the reason, the 
caution, the sense of preservation, could cut 
through Kino's manness and save them all. 5-1-

When flight becomes necessary because, in self-defense, 

Kino has killed a man who attacked him, Juana, like Ma Joad, 

refuses to leave him, insisting that the family stay together. 

^Ibld. , p. 392. 

-^Ibld., p. 393. 

5 1 Ibid. 
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Here, again, although she defies her husband in the family's 

interest, her nature is fundamentally meek. 

At the end of the story, after Coyotito has been killed 

and Juana's fears about the pearl have been fully justified, 

the couple make their way to the beach, walking side by side 

instead of single file as usual. Kino takes the pearl, 

which now seems ugly and malignant, and offers it to his 

wife as she still holds the small x̂ rapped body of her baby, 

in mute acknowledgement and apology. Juana looks at the 

pearl briefly and then looks into her husband's eyes, saying 

softly, "'No, you.'"52 s^e refuses the proffered pearl, 

feeling that the right to dispose of it should go to her 

husband as the head of the family. Thus she restores to her 

husband his dignity and manliness, revealing her recognition 

of his needs. 

The roles of the two major woman characters, Elizabeth 

and Rama, in To a God Unknown are highly symbolic, reflecting 

the author's preoccupation with Biblical story and pagan 

l e g e n d . 53 "j>he theme of the book is the restoration of 

fertility to a dying land. Quite naturally, the women are 

involved in carrying out this theme. Also evident in a mystic 

affinity with nature in the setting of the Valley of Nuestra 

Senora in northern California. 

52 Ibid., p. 407. 

-'Speter Li sea, The Wide World of John Steinbeck (New 
Brunswick, 1958), p.Tb. 



3^ 

On the obvious story level, Elizabeth McGreggor (before 

her marriage) follows practically the only occupation— 

outside of homemalcing arid motherhood—open to respectable 

women in Steinbeck's works, that of school teaching. As a 

teacher, her characterization is quite similar to that of 

several other rural school teachers, including the author's 

own mother, a minor character in East of Eden., and Molly 

Morgan of The Pastures of Heaven. Elizabeth's reasons for 

entering the profession are clearly stated: "it was a decent 

means of leaving her home, and her town where people knew her 

too well; a means of preserving the alert and shatterable 

dignity of a young girl."^ Also, school teaching carried 

with it a certain mystique, for a teacher was a "person of 

social as well as educational importance, and she gave an 

intellectual and cultural tone to her district."55 jf a 

school teacher did not marry within six' months after coming 

to a community, she must be very ugly indeed. Not only did 

she bring "social elevation" to a man, but also her children 

were considered more intelligent than the average. Elizabeth 

McGreggor possessed even more than the customary attributes 

of her profession, as the author says xfith no evidence of 

satire, for "in addition to fractions and French she had read 

excerpts from Plato and Lucretius, knew several titles of 

5̂ "John Steinbeck, To a God Unknown (New York, i960), 
p. 31. • - -

55jbid.j p. 32. 
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Aeschylus, Aristophanes and Euripides, and had a classical 

background resting on Homer and V i r g i l . L i k e all of the 

author's school teacher characters, she is most sympatheti-

cally drawn. 

In physical appearance, Elizabeth is very attractive, 

with fluffy hair, a small nose, and a firm chin. Like most 

of the author's other feminine characters, she seems to 

possess woman's secret knowledge, because her eyes, set very 

far apart and thickly lashed, "seemed to guard remote and 

preternatural knowledge."-^ 

With her engagement and marriage to Joseph Wayne, oldest 

of four brothers (paralleled to Joseph and his brothers, sons 

of the Biblical patriarch Jacob), who have recently settled 

on a California ranch, Elizabeth is caught up in the symbolism 

and mysticism with which the novel abounds. In the little 

Protestant chapel during the wedding ceremony, she looks 

around for a crucifix or a picture of Christ. Failing to 

find either, she mentally draws a picture of Christ, and 

"when she drew the picture of Christ in her mind, He had the 

face, the youthful beard, the piercing puzzled eyes of Joseph, 

who stood beside her."58 one critic sees here the development 

of Joseph as a Christ figure as well as an embodiment of the 

56Ibid., p. 33. 

5̂ Ibld., p. 31. 

58ibid., p. 47. 
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pagan Fisher King. Joseph, having the name of the virgin 

Mary's husband, marries Elizabeth, whose future son would be 

named John, for John the Baptist,® 

Joseph's marriage to Elizabeth is clearly a part of the 

use of the Fisher King legend, which deals with the efforts 

of a ruler to bring fertility to a desperate land. Fontenrose 

suggests that the marriage is a "hieros gamos, a sacred 

marriage meant to fertilize the whole r e a l m . A l s o , the 

description of the journey of the bridal couple through the 

long pass to their valley home is very clearly a fertility 

rite, as the ensuing dialogue demonstrates. Elizabeth is at 

first very fearful of traversing the pass, until Joseph says: 

"'There'b nothing to be afraid of, dear. This is nothing. 

I have been far too much alone. It seems to mean something 

to me to go through the pass with you.'"^1 Elizabeth finally 

agrees to go; but, she says, "11'11 be leaving myself behind. 

I'll think of myself standing here looking through at the 

new one who will be on the other side." 

Still hesitating, she says, "'It's a bitter thing to be 

a woman. I'm afraid to be. Everything I've been or thought 

of will stay outside the pass. I'll be a grown woman on the 

-^ Joseph Fontenrose, John Steinbeck: An Introduction and 
Interpretation (New York, 19b3)~, p . *1*5." 

60 

61 

60Ibid., p . 16. 

I b i d . , p . 53 . 

62t, . , 
Ibid. 
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other side. . . . This is too quick.1"^3 Then, confessing 

that her fears have been foolish, she consents to traverse 

the pass. 

As Joseph guides her through, he says, "'There may be 

pains more sharp than delight, Eliz-abeth, like sucking a hot 

peppermint that burns your tongue. The bitterness of being 

fill 

a woman may be an ecstasy"DM" At the end of the passageway, 

Joseph says, "'It's not so bitter, then, to be a woman?'" 

Elizabeth replies that it is not any different, that nothing 

is changed, and that before she had not realized how beautiful 

the valley is.^5 

This plainly symbolic rite is handled in a more obvious 

manner and has less restraint than another symbolic rite, 

that of Rose of Sharon in feeding from her breast the starving 

old man in a later novel, The Grapes of Wrath. 

Elizabeth, in her conversation with Rama, Joseph's 

brother's wife, on the day of her marriage, wonders how well 

she really knows her husband. Made loquacious ana open by 

the death of Benjy, the younger Wayne brother, Rama tries to 

tell Elizabeth about her husband. Rama says that Joseph is 

very difficult to know and that, when he dreams, she 

(Elizabeth) will never know his dreams. But Rama says 

63ib.id. 

64ibi.n. 

p . 
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mysteriously, "'There's.no cruelty in him, Elizabeth, I 

think. You can worship him without being sacrificed.1"^6 

At this point Elisabeth remembers her feeling at the wedding 

when she visualized her husband as having Christ's face. 

Elizabeth is often imbued with a strange, mystic 

perception. At the fiesta she has a sense of foreboding: 

"it was such an odd day," she said. "There was the 
outwardness, the people coming and. the mass and the 
feasting, and then the dance, and last of all the 
storm. Am I being silly, Joseph,rpr was there a 
meaning right under the surface? "7 

She suggests that if one looks closely at pictures of simple 

landscapes sold in cities, one can often see hidden figures. 

A rock may become a sleeping world, a little cloud a skull. 

and a line of trees a group of marching soldiers. To her, 

the hidden meanings which she senses in the fiesta seem to 

be a warning, to foreshadow some evil. Joseph replies that 

"'seeing under the covering should make one less lonely, 

but it doesn't. 1"^ He, who has felt the warning too, does 

not believe that the omens are for them, but for the world. 

When she is expecting a child, Elizabeth more than ever 

reflects the author's concept of woman's preternatural 

knowledge. y After a short illness, she has grown more 

beautiful than ever, and her "eyes shone with a mysterious 

happiness."^9 Joseph, watching her, says to himself: 

^Ibid., p. 65. ^ I b i d . , p. 91« 

68Ibid. 69ibid } p. 101. 
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"Women in this condition have a strong warmth of God in them. 

They must know things no one else knows. And they must feel 

a joy beyond any other joy. In some way they take up the 

nerve-ends on the earth in their hands."'''0 

Although her husband, as Rama had told her, is not an 

easy man to understand, Elisabeth comes to understand him 

very well during this time before the birth of the baby. 

For one things she perceives that to Joseph the majestic oak 

under which he has built his home is in some way the incar-

nation of his father, himself a patriarchal Jacob figure. 

Joseph explains his communication with the tree as a kind of 

game which gives him a feeling that his father is still with 

him in spirit. Elizabeth, however, "her eyes full of the 

wisdom of child bearing," says: "'It isn't a game, Joseph 

. . . . You couldn't play a game if you wanted to. No, 

it isn't a game, but it's a good practice.'"^ At this time 

she sees "the shape of his thoughts" and this perception her 

husband understands. The relationship between Joseph and 

Elizabeth, though short-lived, is one of the closest in terms 

of love, fulfillment, and understanding in the works of 

Steinbeck, where a dearth of romantic love exists. 

After the birth of the baby, troubles accumulate. The 

fall and winter season does not bring rain as in the previous 

7°Ibid., p. 102. 

71Ibid. 
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years of the family's residence, the river dries up, and 

vegetation shrivels. The only clouds seen are high fogs 

from the ocean. Burton, Joseph's brother, girdles the oak 

tree before leaving to live in the city. The mystic empathy 

between man and the land is evident, and nature closely 

reflects the course of the protagonists' lives. 

Near the ranch in a grove.of pines is a mysterious 

spring which an Indian has told Joseph was formerly a sacred 

place of his race before the Indians became Christianized. 

Previously, in a visit Elisabeth had been filled first with 

a sense of peace and then with a sense of foreboding when 

she sat before a great rock by the spring. Now somehow 

drawn again to the spring, she persuades her husband, to take 

her there on a picnic. After viewing the nearby ocean and 

the descending fog, they visit the rock in the grove, which 

Elizabeth attempts to climb, to tame it, as she says. 

Slipping, she falls, breaks her neck, and dies immediately. 

At this moment the rain begins to fall, and the drought on 

the land is temporarily broken. Later, when the drought 

becomes more severe, all the family except Joseph leave with 

the remaining cattle, and Joseph commits suicide by slashing 

his wrists as he lies on top of the same rock where Elizabeth 

has died. At that moment he believes that his death arid 

Elizabeth's were the sacrifices needed to bring rain to the 

valley. Steinbeck, like Nathaniel Hawthorne, leaves the 

reader free to make his own choice about whether an event 
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is caused by natural or supernatural forces. Before the 

deaths of both Elizabeth and Joseph there had been clouds 

in the sky, and the priest had prayed for rain. Yet, the 

theme of the sacrifice of the Fisher King to insure the 

fertility of the land predominates. 

The other well-developed feminine role in To a God 

Unknown is that of Rama, the wife of Joseph Wayne's brother 

Thomas. Rama often seems more symbolic than real, more a 

kind of earth mother than real person. Yet there are 

suggestions that some of her actions, however symbolic, are 

also motivated by emotions of a definitely human nature. 

Rama first appears in the novel when Joseph brings home 

Elizabeth as his bride. Rama has the task of welcoming 

Elizabeth because Benjy, the young, alcoholic, and too 

amorous brother has been stabbed that night by a wronged 

husband, and Joseph's attention is absorbed by Benjy. Rama 

is described as having a wide face, with broad cheekbones, 

black brows, and heavy hair that grows down in a widow's 

peak. The bride feels Rama's strength and believes that 

though she may come to resent her, "It was a safe, pleasant 

thing to have this sure woman by her side."^ 

She reveals to Elizabeth her knowledge of her husband, 

Thomas, "'I know men. . . . Thomas I know so well that I 

feel his thought as it is born. And I know his impulse 

^Ibid., p. 63. 
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before it is strong enough to set his limbs in m o t i o n . ' " ^ 3 

About Burton, another Wayne brother, she says, "'Burton I 

know to the bottom of his meager soul . . . And about 

the murdered brother she says, "'Benjy~~I know how sorry he 

was to be Benjy, and how he couldn't help it. . . . Benjy 

came in one night when Thomas was not here. He was so lost 

and sad. I held him in my arms until morning . . . I knew 

them all. My instinct was never w r o n g . B u t Joseph and 

his father she has never really understood. 

Rama nevertheless continues to formulate her conception 

of Joseph, and something of herself as well: 

"I do not know whether there are men born outside 
humanity, or whether some men are so human as to 
make others seem unreal. Perhaps a godling lives 
on earth now and then. Joseph has strength beyond 

- vision of shattering, he has the calm of mountains, 
and his emotion is as wild and fierce and sharp as 
the lightning and, just as reasonless as far as I 
can see or know."'2 

She continues, revealing in her conception of Joseph some-

thing beyond mere man: 

"l" tell you this man is not a man, unless he is all 
men. The strength, the resistance, the long and 
stumbling' thinking of all men, and. all the joy and 
thinking of all men, ana all the joy and. suffering, 
too, cancelling each other out and yet remaining in 
the contents. He is all these, a repository for a 
little piece of each man's soul^ and more than that, 
a symbol of the earth's soul."'" 

73jbid., pp. 65-66. 

^Ibid., p. 66. 

?5ibid. 76 I b l d > 
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To Elizabeth's accusation that Rama loves Joseph, Kama 

answers, "'I do not love him. There is no chance of a 

return. I worship him, and there's no need of a return in 

that. And you will worship him, too, with no return.'"1^' 

After the death of Elizabeth, Rama cares for the baby-

even more tenderly than she had for her own. 

On the night of his wife's death, Rama goes to Joseph 

to offer herself to him to assuage his sorrow, o,nd from a 

symbolic standpoint to complete a fertility rite. Yet for 

Rama the emotion was one of hunger and desire. jThus, women-

play a necessary part not only as symbols in a ritualistic 

allegory of fertility, but also as companions and helpmates.. 

77 Ibid.5 p. 67. 



CHAPTER III 

"RESPECTABLE" WOMEN 

In addition to his notable maternal figures, John 

Steinbeck has also produced three other types of respectable 

women worthy of attention. In his serious works are a 

group of younger women, nearly all married, a majority of 

whom are sympathetic characters. Among these are Rose of 

Sharon of The Grapes of Wrath, Mordeen from BurningBright, 

Molly Morden of The Moon Is Down, Mary Hawley of The Winter 

of Our Discontent, and several characters from the short 

story collections, The Long Valley and The Pastures of Heaven. 

Also, there are several individuals from the short story 

collections who fall short of filling desirable women's roles. 

Respectable women characters in Steinbeck's satires and works 

in a lighter vein are relatively few. Only one, Mary Talbot 

of Cannery Row, is sympathetically treated. The remaining 

respectable women in lighter works, such as the state assem-

blywoman from Cannery Row, are of the type of middle class 

women with whom the author finds fault. 

The most sympathetically treated among the younger women 

characters are those whose interests tend toward the maternal 

or the care of the young. One of the most poignant episodes 

44 
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in The Long Valley is "Breakfast," in which the narrator 

comes upon the early morning sight of a young woman, undoubt-

edly of a migrant family, as she prepares breakfast in the 

open air over a rusty old stove. Dressed in a faded skirt 

and waist, she carries on her arm a nursing baby with its 

head under the waist to keep out the cold. With grace and 

practiced skill the young mother fries bacon and bakes bread. 

The narrator is invited to partake of the meal with 

the young husbajad and his father, happy because they have 

been working for twelve days. The writer recalls his sen-

timents about this idyllic scene by saying: "This thing 

fills me with pleasure. I don't know why, I can see it in 

the smallest detail. I find myself recalling it again and 

again, each time bringing more detail out of a sunken memory, 

remembering brings the curious warm pleasure.This episode 

is repeated almost identically in The Grapes of Wrath when 

young Tom Joad is invited to breakfast on his first morning 

in the federal migrant camp. 

Rose of Sharon, Ma Joad1s expectant daughter in The 

Grapes of Wrath, is in no way imbued with her mother's 

strength, stfimina, or wisdom; however, by the end of the. 

book she shows signs of increased understanding and maturity. 

Until then, she is a fearful, narcissistic young woman 

concerned only for herself and the prospective child. Only 

-'-John Steinbeck, "Breakfast," in The Long Valley (New 
York, 1964), p. 89. . ' " 
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after the birth of her stillborn baby does she display insight 

and sensitivity to the needs of others when she feeds the 

starving man from her swollen breast. 

Another young wife and mother, Mordeen of Burning Bright, 

violates conventional mores, but may be considered noble 

because her action is prompted by unselfish concern for 

another. In the play-novelette Mordeen is married to a 

talented craftsman, Joe Saul. He is sterile, although he 

does not know this fact. Because her husband's greatest hope 

is for a child, Mordeen encourages the attentions of Victor, ^ 

her husband's vigorous young helper, who becomes the father \ 

of her expected child. The motivating force in the novel is 

procreation, the importance of all life. 

The relationship of Mordeen and Joe Saul is interesting, 

because it is one of the few instances of romantic love in 

Steinbeck's work. Mordeen is deeply in love with her husband, 

although the difference in their ages is very great; she is 

young and he is middle aged. When asked by Victor why she 

had married her husband, she replies simply that she loved 

Joe Saul then and still does. She does not regret marrying 

an older man, she says, for Joe Saul has the one ingredient 

that Victor has never learned--affection. She describes her 

sentiments in this manner: 

"I used to wonder why this love seemed sweeter than 
I had ever known, better than many people ever know. 
And then one day the reason came to me. There are 
very few great Anythings in the world. In work and 
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art and emotion—the great is very rare. And I 
have one of the great and beautiful.Uc-

She continues that she "'will do anything—anything—anything 

to bring content to him.'"3 Later she tells "Friend Ed" that 

she would be capable "'of any lie or cheat or violence—any 

good or bad that a human can conceive—for his /"her husband's 7 

content and joy.'"^ 

Molly Morden of The Moon is Down, Steinbeck's World 

War II novel of the German occupation of a north European 

country, is a young widow whose husband has been executed 

for killing an officer of the occupation. A former school 

teacher, she becomes active in the resistance movement. One 

night a lonely young German officer, attracted by her blonde 

prettiness, pays her a call. As he explains, he only wants 

to talk, and is not forcing himself on her. He begs "'Just 

for a little while, can't we forget this war? Just for a 

little while. Just for a little while, can't we talk together 

like people--together?'"5 Although she really cannot find it 

in her heart to hate the young officer, remembering that he 

is the enemy, she stabs him with a large pair of scissors. 

In spite of this action, she is a sympathetic character 

because she is motivated by the necessity of freeing her 

country from bondage. 

"John Steinbeck, Burning Bright (New York, 1962). p. 38. 
3Ibid., P- ^1. ^Tbid., p. 48. 

^John Steinbeck., The Moon Is Down (New York, 1Q64^ 
p. 75. — v ; ' 
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Appearing in The Pastures of Heaven, a collection of 

inter-related short stories about a rural California, commu-

nity, Molly Morgan is another young school teacher lovingly 

drawn in the pattern of Elizabeth of To a God Unknown. An 

asset to the community, she boards by her choice with the 

clerk of the school board that employed her. At night she 

writes letters full of joy to the friends she had made at 

teachers' college. 

Molly, in keeping with the role which Steinbeck gives 

to young school teachers, becomes a very important person 

in the community from the very first day. "The children of 

the school adored her, for she understood them, and what was 

more, she let them understand h e r . O f t e n she is called on 

to settle any argument as one who either possesses all knowl-

edge or at least knows where to find it, be it about history, 

literature, or mathematics. Whatever the issue, a deadlocked 

argument ends with "'Take it to the teacher I If she doesn't 

know, she'll find it.'"7 She also has to grace every party 

with her presence and is often called upon to help plan for 

it. On Saturdays she explores the woods, bringing back 

flowers and ferns to plant around the house. 

The Whitesides, the leading family in the community with 

which she lives, would have been very happy to see Molly take 

^John Steinbeck, The Pastures of Heaven (New York, 1362), 
p. 144. ' 

7lb id"., p. 145-
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a more than frAendly interest in their only son. Bill. 

Mrs. Whiteside says to her husband, "'Nov; if Bill only had 

any sense. But then . . . if she has any sense--'"® The 

statement remains unfinished. 

Molly's thoughts often shift back to her childhood, 

which had not been entire]y happy because of a lovable, 

shiftless, alcoholic father. Alledgedly a traveling sales-

man, he would be absent for about six months and then return 

home unannounced for a couple of weeks, bringing all manner 

of joy with him. Once there was a puppy, and there were 

always unusual toys for everyone, and marvelous tales of 

strange adventures—tales about a Chinese funeral, a Mexican 

revolution, or a Hawaiian idyll—to be told to Molly, her 

two brothers, and the neighbor children. Then after about 

two weeks the father would leave in the afternoon and not 

come back until late at night, stumbling as he walked. The 

next day he would be gone. 

When Molly was twelve, he disappeared never to return. 

Now Molly continually speculates about where he is and 

whether or not he still lives. One day she tells Bill 

Whiteside about her father, finishing the story with these 

words: "'Do you see what I have, Bill? . . . My lovely 

father is some pla.ce. He's mine. You think he's still 

living, don't you Bill?'"9 

8Ibid. 9xbid., p. 146. 
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Bill's reply is not entirely encouraging: "'Might be,' 

said Bill. 'From what you say, he was a kind of irresponsible 

cuss, though. Excuse me, Molly. Still, if he's alive, it's 

funny he never wrote. 1 

One evening, as Molly sits in on the school board 

meeting, as it is her privilege to do, she hears Bert Munroe 

tell about one of his farmhands, a man useless as a worker, 

but so great a favorite with his children that he is forced 

to keep him on. A periodic drunk, the ma.n goes on a "bust" 

twice a month and has to be retrieved from the gutter. But 

he always comes home with wondrous presents and wondrous 

tales for the young Munroe son, Manny. Molly is sick with 

dread that someone will ask the man's name, for she strongly 

fears that the drunken farmhand may be her father. Prom 

then on she lives with agonizing fear. 

At the next board meeting Munroe appears late, having 

had to pick up his farmhand, now waiting sick and drunk in 

the Munroe car. Molly excuses herself hastily. After the 

meeting she seeks out Mr. Whiteside, telling him that she 

wishes to go away that night because she is afraid the drunken 

man is her father, yet shrinks from finding out for a certainty. 

"'Once away, I'll be able not to believe it,'"~̂ " she says. 

She prefers to leave the valley which she loves rather than 

face possible disillusionment about her father. 

1QIbid. 31Ibld., p. 154. 
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Although Mary Hawley, of Steinbeck's last published 

novel. The Winter of Our Discontent, is the mother of two, 

she does not qualify as a deeply maternal figure imbued with 

insight, understanding and a high sense of social obligation. 

Nor, according to most interpretations, does she fit the 

category of Virgin Whore. However, if, as Pontenrose suggests, 

Mordeen, Rose of Sharon, and Molly Morden belong to this 

group, then Mary might also be considered thus.^ Mary's 

rather bovine nature and her lack of perceptiveness, along 

with a desire for material possessions and a higher social 

position in the town, lead to her husband's initial loneliness 

and are instrumental in his eventual moral disintegration. 

Having lost all his money, Ethan Allen Hawley, scion 

of a very old family and important family of New Baytown, 

Long Island, now clerks for an Italian immigrant, Marullo, 

in a store that Ethan once owned. All around him in the 

community are signs of moral decay. It is not even a secret 

that the local judge fixes traffic tickets, that the town 

manager also sells building supplies (some of which are 

unneeded) to the city at a high price, or that when a new 

street goes in, the banker and other business leaders have 

bought out the lots along it before the plans are announced. 

All of this he has known, but Ethan has never once considered 

joining in these practices, for he is, as he says, "caged 

IP 
-Joseph Pontenrose, John Steinbeck: An Introduction 

and Interpretation (New York, 1963), pT 129". " 
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by the habits and attitudes! thought of as being moral, 

even virtuous. And it may be that I had a smugness about 

being what I called a 'Good Man.1"^ 

Ethan's wife is Mary, who is "lace curtain" Boston 

Irish. Mary is a reasonably good mother. At any rate, she 

is a good cook and keeps a clean house, for freshly laundered 

curtains give her a sense of security. Though she has many 

wifely virtues, she lacks a real sense of social obligation 

and high level intelligence. She is very sensitive about 

their poverty and her lack of social standing as the wife of 

a grocery clerk. When she joyously tells Ethan that her best 

friend has said that the c.a,rds predict a fortune for him, he 

asks if she loves money so much, loves it enough "1 so that 

necromancy, thaumaturgy, juju, or any other dark practices 

are justified?'"1^ Her repl5̂  helps Ethan decide on a ruthless 

course for self-aggrandizement. 

"Do I love money? No, I don't love money. But I 
don't love worry either. I'd like to be able to 
hold up my head in this town. I don't like the 
children to be hangdog because they can't dress as 
good--as well—as some others. I'd love to hold 
up my head." 

"And money would prop up your head?" 
"It would wipe the sneers off the faces of your 

holy la-de-das." 
"No one sneers at Hawley." 
"That's what you thinks You just don't see it. "-'-5 

•*-3john Steinbeck, The Winter of Our Discontent (New York. 
1961), p. 100. 

-^Ibid., p. 39» -^Ibld. 
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In anger Mary adds that in this town a Hawley grocery 

clerk is still a grocery clerk. When her husband asks if 

she blames him for the failure, she replies that she does 

not, but that she does blame him for "'sitting wallowing in 

it.1" She says, "'You could climb out of it if you didn't 

have your old-fashioned fancy-pants ideas. Everybody's 

laughing at you. A grand gentleman without money is a bum.'"1^ 

Mary's sleeping habits somehow reflect her personality. 

She goes to her sleep as one would close a closet door, 

closing her eyes as her lips smile all night; and the breath 

in her throat sounds like a kitten's purr. She loves to 

sleep and requires a great deal. Ethan believes that Mary 

will live much longer than he, for she will have saved some 

of her life for later as one would stcre a piece of candy. 

Ethan's account of how he, then a nervous, frightened 

second lieutenant, met Mary, a "soft, petal-cheeked, sweet-

smelling darling of a girl,reveals something more of 

their relationship. They were very serious, he says, for 

they thought he might be killed, and she was prepared "to 

devote her life to my heroic memory."1® Instead of the 

traditional Dear John letter, Mary had devoted her life to 

her warrior, for "her letters, sweet with steadfastness, 

l6Ibid., p. 4l. 

^Ibld., p. 46. 

l8Ibid. 
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followed me everywhere, round, clear handwriting in dark 

blue ink on light blue paper, so that my whole company 

recognized her letters and every man was curiously glad for 

me."^9 Ethan reveals one reason for the marriage of this 

rather disparate couple by saying: "Even if I hadn't wanted 

to marry Mary, her constancy would have forced me to for the 

perpetuation of the world dream of fair and faithful women."20 

Surely Wilson's charge that Steinbeck's women are like 

animals comes close to hitting the mark here in the character 

of Mary Hawley. Somehow, she is reminiscent of a pretty, 

sweet Jersey heifer, well-meaning and in many ways admirable, 

but quite lacking in the preternatural knowledge and human 

insight characteristic of a Ma Joad or a Juana. Perhaps 

Ethan's pet names for her—there are over thirty of them— 

are revelatory. Among these names are "Miss Mousie," "flower 

girl," "Creamy fowl," "and a dear little baby rabbit with 

flowers on your head." 

Mary's understanding functions on a low level. Ethan 

explains that when he is troubled, he plays "a game of silly 

so that my dear will not catch trouble from me. She hasn't 

found me out yet, or if she has, I'll never know it. So 

many things 1 don't know about my Mary, and among them, how 

much she knows about me."^ There is apparently a lack 

of real communication between the couple, for as Ethan sits 

19Ibid. 20Ibid. 2 1 
Ibld. xIbid., p. 51. 
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on the old Hawley wharf, his favorite place for contemplation, 

thinking about the improvement of the family fortune, he muses: 

"There was Mary, my dear, to think of, asleep with the smile 

of mystery on her lips. I hoped she wouldn't awaken and look 

for me. But if she did, would she ever tell me?"22 Then he 

wonders if Mary wants a fortune, or if she wants it for him. 

He realizes that money for Mary "meant new curtains and sure 

education for the kids and holding her head a little higher 

and face it, being proud rather than a little ashamed of me."23 

Later, when Ethan has returned home, he wonders: "Does anyone 

ever know even the outer fringe of another? What are you like 

in there? Mary—do you hear? Who are you in there? 

Ethan sometimes "plays a game of silly" to hide his 

troubled mind. However, it is not clear that Mary is also 

playing the game when she says, "'You talk terrible when 

v P R 

you're silly.' Seldom is the conversation between the 

two very profound. The opening conversation Ln the book 

occurs as they awake on Good Friday morning. 
"You're silly," she said. "Ethan, you've got 

your comical genius." 
"Oh say, Miss Mousie, will, you marry me?" 
"Did you wake up silly?" 
"The year's at the day. The day's at the 

mornin." 
He said hollowly, "yhe dirty Romans are 

forming tip for Calvary."2" 

22Ibld., p. 52. 23lbld., p. 53-

24Ibld., p. 59- 25ibid., p. 7. 

26Ibid., p. 5. 
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Although it is atypical of Stenbeck's attitude toward 

women, ficitionalized at any rate, his satiric comments on 

womanly logic are worth noting. Mary and her friend Margie 

are engaging in their "pleasant litany," saying, 

"What have you done to your hair?" 
"I like it . . . that's your color. You 

should always wear it "--the harmless recog-
nition signals of women. . . .27 

This conversation recalls to the author the most 

feminine story he ever heard: 

Two women meet. One cries, "What have you done 
with your hair? It looks like a wig."Q "it is 
a wig." "Well, you'd never know it." 

Although not particularly profound, Mary does know 

something about child psychology. After a company dinner 

and the mountain of dishes such affairs always produce comes 

the ''silent, deadly war of the dishes." The guests' offer 

to help wash has been refused, and the children know what is 

coming, but are helpless. Then Mary says, "'The children 

always do it. They love to. And they do it so well. I'm 

proud of them.'"29 Ethan "could read their ferrety little 

minds, looking for an escape, thinking of making a fuss, 

getting sick, dropping the beautiful old dishes."3° But 

Mary forestalls such ideas by saying, "'The remarkable thing 

is that they never break anything, don't even chip a glass. 

2 7Ibid., p. 86. 2 8Ibid. 

29ibid., p. 87. 30ibid. 
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Allen and Ellen are just naturally clever with their 

hands.'"31 

When Ethan decides to acquire a fortune, his means are 

particularly ruthless or dishonest. First he gives government 

authorities an anonymous tip that his employer, Marullo, is an 

illegal immigrant, hoping to buy the store from him at a very 

low price. Next, he gives a thousand dollars to an alcoholic 

boyhood friend, knowing the friend will either drink, himself 

to death or commit suicide, as he does, leaving Ethan the heir 

to the only level site for a new airport. Last, he plans to 

rob the bank to obtain capital to operate the store. 

Ethan's plans either work out, or are made unnecessary 

by other events. Danny is soon dead by suicide, his body 
* 

becoming horribly disfigured before it is found. Ironically, 

Marullo, on preparing for deportation, gives Ethan the store 

because he has liked him and considers him honest. Plans 

for robbing the bank, forestalled by the arrival of the 

messenger with Murullo's deed, are made unnecessary by the 

gift. 

Ethan is well on his way to becoming a rich and powerful 

man. But now he is troubled, more unhappy than when he was 

a poor grocery clerk unable to afford a television set or 

a car. The final blow falls when he discovers that the 

essay with which his son Allen had won honorable mention in 

31ibid. 
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a nationwide contest is borrowed from Henry Clay, Daniel 

Webster, and others. Allen, when confronted by his father, 

defends his action with an old excuse: "'Who cares? Every-

body does it. It's the way the cookie crumbles.' "3^ 

Ethen, despairing, looks at Mary and discovers that she 

is not soft and weak as he had thought, but actually very 

tough and unmoving. Although he has taken pains to conceal 

his feelings from her, were she a more perceptive person, 

she surely would be aware of them. Ethan has put a package 

of razor blades in his pocket, intending to commit suicide 

down near the harbor, but Mary does not sense that anything 

is too much amiss. She merely suggests as he leaves that he 

take a raincoat. 

It is the thirteen-year-old daughter, Ellen, who is 

more intuitive. She asks him to take her with him because 

he is not coming back. In the end, Ellen, the uncorrupted 

one who needs him, is the reason for his return after his 

attempt at suicide. He returns "else another light might 

go out."33 

As the only important young feminine adolescent in the 

works of Steinbeck, Ellen is worthy of further attention. 

Her portrayal is warmly sympathetic; and, significantly, she 

is far closer to her father than is the son. The author 

describes her in these terms: 

3-Ibid., p. 308. 33ibid., p. 311 
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girl-girl-girl . . . sweet and sad, gay and delicate, 
sickly when she needs it. She is in that stage like 
dough beginning to set. She may be pretty, or not. 
She is a leaner, leans on. me, breathes on me too, 
but her breath is sweet like a cow's breath. She's 
a toucher, too.34 

She leans on the arm of his chair and runs her finger down 

his coat sleeve. On being told to "lean off" so that her 

father can read his paper, she flounces out asking, "'When 

are we going to be rich?'"35 Yes, Ethan thinks, she will 

give a man a hard time, 

My instinct was to grab her and paddle her but 
that's exactly what she wanted. I do believe 
she had eye shadow on. There was as little 
pity in her eyes as you'll find in a panther's 
eyes.3© 

Ethan exclaims that she is also a listener at doors, too, 

and he adores her. 

Although he loves his daughter, he is sometimes fright-

ened by her cleverness. She is at the same time jealous and 

loving. When she becomes adolescent, things become chaotic. 

Here was no angelic innocent girlhood of magazines. 
The house boiled with nervousness, the walls vibrated 
with unease. I've read that in the Middle Ages 
pubescent girls were thought to be susceptible to 
witchcraft and I'm not at all sure it is not so. 
For a time we had what we called as a joke a 
poltergeist. Pictures fell from their hangings, 
dishes crashed to the floor. There were poundings 
in the attic and thumpings in the cellar.37 

Keeping an eye on Ellen, Ethan discovers that the crashes 

and thumpings never happened when she was out of the house, 

3^lbid., p. 84. 35;[bid., p. 85. 

36Ibld. 37ibld., p. l4l. 
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although all she might be doing at the time was staring into 

space. 

A mystical link between Ethan and his daughter is their 

mutual feeling for a talisman, a carved mound of translucent 

stone warm to the touch, brought from the Orient by a sea-

faring Hawley. As a boy Ethan had found comfort and 

fascination in the stone. Now he finds his sleep-walking 

daughter carressing it lovingly, the stone giving her a kind 

of luminescence. Later, handling the stone, which Ellen has 

replaced in the case, Ethan feels close to Ellen and. believes 

that the stone somehow brings her closer to him and to the 

Hawleys. 

Later Ethan reflects again on his daughter: 

Ellen brought a surge of pleasure. She will 
be pretty, prettier even than her mother, becausc 
when her little face jells into its final shape 
she will have the strange authority of Aunt Deborah. 
Her moods, her cruelties, her nervousness are the 
ingredients of a being quite beautiful and dear. 
I know, because I saw her standing in her sleep 
holding the pink talisman to her little breast 
and looking a woman fulfilled. And as the talis-
man wasQimportant and still is to me, so it is to 
Ellen.3o 

Once, while Ethan is preoccupied in dressing for dinner, 

Ellen asks him if it is cheating to copy out of a book and 

if one could be put in jail for that. Ethan tells her not 

to do it and changes the subject. At this moment she tells 

him that he never really listens and that he will regret it. 

3^ibid., pp. 216-217. 
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Much later it is revealed that Ellen has informed the 

judges of Allen's plagiarism, not wanting to see him go to 

jail. For this act the brother hits Ellen, giving her a 

bloody mouth, which she later ascribes to a fall in the 

bathroom. 

As Ethan prepares to leave, intent on suicide, Ellen 

flings herself at him, her bleeding face against his breast, 

her body shaking. She grapples with him, her arms stroking 

his arms and sides, but he leaves xvithout her. When Ethan 

is already in the water, preparing to cut his veins, he finds 

the talisman in his pocket. At this point, he decides that 

he must go back--to return the talisman to its new owner. 

The collection of short stories included in The Long 

Valley contains some of Steinbeck's best work, notably in the 

stories having women as the principal characters. Here the 

author uses what T. K. Whipple calls "the middle distance,"39 

an'approach halfway between the closeness with which he views 

Ma Joad and the detachment with which he sees Dora Flood and 

her sisterhood. Fontenrose believes that Steinbeck in these 

stories achieved exactly what he sought: "Each story is 

something that happened, something to be perceived and, in 

a non-teleological way, understood] it excites feeling and 

sympathy only as means to comprehension, not as preparation 

for j u d g m e n t . T h e feminine roles, both sympathetic and 

39T. K. Whipple, "Steinbeck Through a Glass, Though 
Brightly," The New Republic, XCVI (October, 1938), 27J+. 

40pOntemrose, p. 6.1. 
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unsympathetic, are some of the author's most highly developed. 

Fontenrose comments on the complex chara.cterizati.ons of Elisa 

Allen of "The Chrysanthemums" and particularly of Mary Teller 

of "The White Quail," calling Mary "almost the antithesis of 

rudimentary.Steinbeck has skillfully used his knowledge 

of nature to enhance the reader's understanding,. 

The role of Elisa Allen the handsome, vigorous young 

ranch wife in "The Chrysanthemums," is complex, demonstrating 

a delicate subtlety of characterization. It is small wonder 

that critics differ in her interpretation. Lisca considers 

her frustrated, "in silent rebellion against the passive role 

required of her as a w o m a n , B e a c h and Fontenrose seem 

basically to disagree with this interpretation, Beach calling 

her "one of the most delicious characters ever transferred 

from life to the pages of a book,"^3 and content with her lot, 

Elisa Allen is first seen as she works in her flower 

garden in the foothill ranch in the Salinas Valley of 

California. She is dressed in "clodhopper shoes," a cordu-

roy apron with large pockets worn over a print dress, a 

man's black hat pulled low over her eyes, and heavy leather-

gloves. Lisca assumes that her partially masculine costume 

ho 
£'Peter Lisca, The Wide World of John Steinbeck (New 

Brunswick, 1958), p. 95. 

^Joseph Warren Beach, "John Steinbeck: Art and 
Propaganda, in Steinbeck and Kis Critics, edited by E. W. 
Tedlock, Jr. and~C. V. "Wicker (Albuquerque, 1957), t>. 83. 
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Indicates her frustration because she is a woman. Actually, 

the advantages of such attire, as one reared on a ranch or 

farm would know, are its practicality, availability, and 

comfort. As she cuts last year's stalks, "her face was eager 

and mature and handsome; even her work with the scissors was 

over-eager, over-powerful."^ Thus vigor and strength are 

not always masculine qualities; they are in fact typical of 

Steinbeck's maternal figures. Such attributes would also be 

likely in one in close communion with nature. Her neat, white 

geranium-banked farmhouse reflects her industry. 

Strength is also apparent in her chrysanthemums. Her 

husband compliments her skills as a gardener, remembering 

that last year's yellow chrysanthemums had been ten inches 

across. He says that he wishes she would work in the orchard 

so that he could have apples that big. Elisa admits that, 

like her mother, v?ho ""could stick anything in the ground and 

make it grow,""^5 she h a s a gift for growing things. It is 

all a matter of having "planters" hands that know how to do it. 

Her husband, having disposed of thirty steers at nearly 

his own price, proposes that they have dinner in town and 

attend a movie that evening to celebrate. He asks if she 

would like to go to the fights. Breathlessly, she rejects 

this Idea, "'No, I wouldn't like fights. 1 "^6 jje hastens to 

^John Steinbeck, "Chrysanthemums," in The Long Valley 
(New York, 1964), p. 10. 

i!"5Ibid., p. 11. ^6jbid., p. 12. 
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assure her that ho had been fooling. Beach's comment on this 

episode is that the husband "likes his wife better than if 
I Lr7 

she wanted to go to the fights." ' "The beauty," he believes, 

"of this kind of storytelling is that the author does not 
waste words and insult his reader with that sort of 

explanation. 

As Elisa finishes planting, an itinerant tinker drives 

up in a curious canvas-covered wagon drawn by a horse and 

a burro. The driver, off his regular route, inquires first 

about the route to Los Angeles. When she suggests tha.t he 

backtrack to Salinas to pick up the highway, she finds out 

that he is In no hurry, for he goes from Seattle to San Diego 

and back each year, following the good weather and taking 

about six months each way, Elisa comments that it sounds 

like a nice kind of way to live. 

At this point the tinker tries to get some work by 

describing the high quality of his pot-mending and scissor-

sharpening. This approach failing, he tries to arouse her 

sympathy by saying that without work, he may not eat that 

night. Elisa still insists that she has no work for him. 

At this point he begins to show an interest in her flowers. 

Completely breaking down Elisa's sales resistance, he mentions 

a former customer who has asked him to bring her some crysan-

themum seeds. The dialogue is subtly done. The reader may 

J^Beach, p. 82. ^Ibid, 
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realize that the tinker's interest in the flowers is feigned, 

but at the same time can understand Elisa's being duped. Her 

clue should have been his asking about seeds, for as she tells 

the tinker, "'She /"the customer_7 couldn't have known much 

about chrysanthemums. You can raise them from seed, but it's 

much easier to root the little sprouts you see there. '"̂ 9 

The tinker appears disappointed that he cannot take any 

flowers to his customer. Elisa cries eagerly that she can 

put some in a pot of moist sand, She happily gives him a 

flower pot full of cuttings together with detailed instructions 

to pass on to the lady about their care. She now enthusias-

tically discusses her "planting hands" with him, feeling him 

to be a kindred spirit, "'It's when you're picking off the 

buds, you don't want. Everything goes right down into your 

fingertips. You watch your fingers work. They do it them-

selves. You can feel how it is. They pick and pick the 

buds. They never make a mistake.' 

Next she retrieves two bent pots from a pile of discards 

and gives them to the man to be repaired. During the labor, 

they discuss the tinker's vagabond life. She remarks wistfully 

that she wishes a woman could do such things. Then she takes 

issue with the tinker's remark that "'it ain't the right kind 

of a life for a woman.'" She tells him, "'You might be 

^^Steinbeck, "The Chrysanthemums," p. lo. 

5°Ibid., p. 17-
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surprised to have a rival some time. I can sharpen scissors, 

too. And I can beat the dents out of little pots. I could 

show you what a woman might do. s" 

At this point and perhaps later in the story as well^ 

there are indications that Elisa is attracted to the tinker's 

mode of existence. However, it seems reasonable to assume 

that she is not so much frustrated by her woman's role as 

she is momentarily attracted to a more carefree way of life. 

A momentary desire to escape from one's customary routine is 

universal; and this is the kind of feeling which grips Elisa, 

who seems at least reasonably content with her husband, her 

ranch wife's role, and her flowers. Later, on the way to 

Salinas with her husband, she is deeply hurt to find her 

beloved chrysanthemums lying on the road, thrown there by the 

itinerant, who has obviously feigned interest in them to gain 

employment. She cries weakly then, "like an old woman."^2 

It might appear that she cries not so much in frustration in 

being feminine, but in chagrin over having been so easily 

duped. 

"The Chrysanthemums" and "The White Quail," which follows 

'it, present an interesting contrast—the chief protagonist in 

each is a woman deeply devoted to her flower garden. There 

the similarities end. Elisa more closely resembles the 

5-^Ibid., p. 19. 

52lbid., p. 23. 
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family mainstay. She is devoted to her husband; and though 

there are no children, one might believe that she would make • 

an excellent mother. Mary Teller, on the other hand, is a 

complex, narcissistic woman who marries her husband, Harry, 

because he seems to go with her long-desired garden and can 

buy it for her. For five years she has looked at every man 

and wondered if he would harmonize with the garden she has 

planned in such intricate detail. "She didn't think so much., 

'Would this man like such a garden?' but, 'Would the garden 

like such a man?1 For the garden was herself, and after all 

she had to marry some one she liked."53 

When Harry had proposed and was waiting for his answer, 

"Mary broke into a description of a big dormer window and a 

wild hill. "5̂ ' Finally, remembering that he had proposed, she 

accepts him and allows him to kiss her. She lets him continue 

to kiss her while she discusses her garden with its little 

cement pool and the sparrows, red-wing blackbirds, wild 

canaries, and others that will come down to drink from it. 

She also mentions having to have the lawn raked every day. 

He is amused. "'You're a funny little bug. The lot 

isn't bought, and the house isn't built, and the garden isn't 

planted; and already you're worrying about oak leaves on the 

lawn. You're so pretty. You make me kind of--hungry55 

53j0hn Steinbeck, "The White Quail," in The Long Valley 
(New York, 1964), p. 28. . " " 

Ibid. 55ibid., p. 29. 
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This startles her a littJ.e, and she appears annoyed. But she 

lets him kiss her again and then sends him home. 

Mary supervises every minute detail in the construction 

of the garden. When it is finished just the way she envisions 

it, she never wants to change it, for "'it would be like a 

part of me being torn out.'"^ Karry, watching the process, 

tells her that he loves her, but is afraid of her, too, 

because, "'well you're kind of untouchable. There's an. 

inscrutability about you. Probably you don't even know it 

yourself. You're kind of like your own garden—fixed, and 

just so. I'm afraid to move around. I might disturb some 

of your plants.'"57 

After their marriage, he is proud of her talents as 

hostess. She does everything exquisitely. She talks about 

the garden modestly, as though she were talking about herself. 

She refers to a fuchsia tree as "he," as though it were a 

person. The fuchsias, she explains, stand guard against the 

•hillside and the world outside, the enemy. 

In contrast to Elisa's practical attire for gardening, 

Mary wears a long, feminine dress and an old-fashioned sun-

bonnet. 

One evening there is a discussion of Harry's lending 

business. Mary is not quite sure that she approves, although 

56Ibid., p. 30. 

57 Ibid., p. 20. 
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it is strictly legitimate. .That night Harry silently turns 

the,Knob on Mary's door, to find it locked, "it was peculiar 

about Harry, though. He always tried the door silently. It 

seemed as though he didn't want her to know he had tried it. 

. . . He was sweet and gentle. It seemed to make him 

ashamed when he turned the knob and found the door locked."-^ 

Earlier Harry had rushed in with the excited announcement 

that a friend was going to give him an Irish terrier puppy, 

"it had hurt Mary that he couldn't have one,"59 but when she 

had explained about the damage a dog could do to the garden, 

he had understood. 

One evening as Mary watches the birds, she sees a rare 

white hen quail come to drink in the pool apart from the 

common quail. "'Why,' Mary cried to herself, 'she's like me!' 

A powerful ecstasy quivered in her body. 'She's like the 

essence of me, an essence boiled down to utter purity. She 

must be the queen of the quail. She makes every lovely thing 

that ever happened to me one thing.' "60 qUaii smooths 

its feathers, Mary thinks, "'This is the me that was every-

thing beautiful. This is the center of me, my heart, '"6l 

Then, paralyzed with fear, she sees a gray cat in the garden. 

As she screams, the quail flies away. Later, Harry refuses 

5®ibld., p. 36. 59jbid. 

60Ibld., p. 38. 

^Ibid., p. 39. 
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Mary's request that he put out poison for the cat, the first 

request of hers that he had ever been unwilling to fulfill. 

Hysterically she cries, "'You don't understand. That white 

quail was me, the secret me that no one can ever get at, the 

one that's way inside. 

Intending to scare the cat with an air gun, Harry arises 

early the next morning. When the quail come to drink, he 

shoots the white one. Then he explains to himself that he 

really did not mean to kill it. He had merely meant to scare 

it away. He carefully buries the quail's body. Returning 

to the house, he tells Mary that the cat will never come 

back, and she does not press him for details. He says to 

himself, "'What a skunk I am. . . . What a dirty skunlc, to 

kill a thing she loved so much.'"^3 Then he cries, "'I'm 

lonely. Oh, Lord, I'm so lonely!'"^ 

Warren French suggests that Harry's "killing the white 

quail symbolizes his desire to destroy the wife who has 

walled him out of her life."^5 Pontenrose, a classical 

scholar who likes to dwell on the mythical background of 

Steinbeck's work, believes that "Mary Teller's garden is a 

platonic heaven, changeless and eternal, a cosmos, inhabited 

^Ibid., p. 4l. 

63jbid., p. 42. 

^Ibid. 

^5warren French, John Steinbeck (New York, 1961). p. 85. 
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only by the creator, eternally admiring his (her) handiwork."^6 

As he sees it, "the hillside represents the world, including 

human society. That is, our cosmos is Mary's chaos, She is 

really 'Mary, Mary, quite contrary,' who had a peculiar but 

orderly garden, and her husband is the Old Harry (the devil) 

who intrudes in the garden."^ Mary Teller is undoubtedly 

a complex psychological study. 

A third story in The Long Valley which presents an 

unusual psychological study of a woman is "The Snake." One 

night a tall young woman, never identified by name, calls on 

a young biologist, Dr. Phillips. Purchasing a male rattle-

snake, the woman explains that she merely wants it to be hers 

and to be able to visit it. Then she requests that her ma.le 

snake be put into a separate pen so that she may feed him a 

white rat. Somehow this night, although he had done it many 

times before, the thought of feeding a rat to the snake 

•sickens the biologist. Nevertheless, he complies with the 

girl's request and puts a rat in the cage. Together they 

watch the snake prepare to spring on its prey, weaving its 

head slowly back and forth "aiming, getting distance, aiming. 

Glancing at the woman, Dr. Phillips is sickened to see that she, 

too, is weaving back and forth, though only a little. 

f i f i 
Fontenrose, p. 63. 

^Ibid., p. 86. 

^John Steinbeck, "The Snake," in The Long Valley (New 
York, 1964), p. 83. ~ 
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After the snake has struck at the rat and killed it, 

the,woman "relaxed, relaxed sleepily."^9 Then the woman 

wants to see her snake eat the rat. When finally the snake 

unhinges its jaws to eat, the biologist wills his head not 

to look toward the woman. He is afraid that she may be 

opening her mouth, too. When the snake has finished and 

gone to sleep, the woman leaves. But she says she will come 

back often to feed her snake and sometime—sometime she will 

take him away. However, Dr. Phillips never sees her again. 

The doctor wonders about the significance of the incident, 

"'I've read so much about psychological sex symbols,' he 

thought. 'It doesn't seem to explain. Maybe I'm too much 

alone. Maybe I should kill the snake. If I knew--no, I can't 

pray to anything.' 

Pontenrose likens Dr. Phillips' laboratory to "a zoolog-

ical garden of Eden, in which a snake fascinates a woman; but 

here the woman is the intruder, a neurotic female devil." ̂  

Although the meaning here. If one wishes to accept It, 

is clearly that the woman is sexually frustrated (Watt uses 

the term "Freudian puzzle" in discussing the story^); the 

author in commenting on the story later writes that he does 

not know the meaning of the tale. In "About Ed Ricketts," 

fe^Ibid. ,, p. 84. ^QIbid., p. 86. 

^Fontenrose, p. 63. 

^F. W. Watts, John Steinbeck (New York, 1962}, p. 45. 
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a profile added to The Log from the Sea of Cortez after 

Ricketts' death,, Steinbeck discusses the basis for the story 

about the snake, saying that he wrote the incident just as 

it happened in the laboratory of Ed Ricketts. "The fright-

ening thing," he writes, "was tha/t the woman, who had watched 

the process /"of the snake's devouring the ratJ7 closely, 

moved her jaws and stretched her mouth just as the snake was 

d o i n g . " 7 3 He has no idea why the woman never came back or 

what urge drove her to the laboratory to begin with. "Whether 

the woman was driven by a sexuall, a religious, a zoophilic, or 

a gustatory impulse we never could f i g u r e . " 7 ^ 

All of the characters discussed thus far have occurred 

in serious works and have been respectable. In Steinbeck's 

works in a lighter vein, there is a dearth of respectable 

women. Mary Talbot of Cannery Plow is virtually the only 

respectable woman in lighter works who is sympathetic ally-

treated. However, certain middle class women, like the 

middle class in genera,!, are satirized in Tortilla Flat and 

Cannery Row. 

The author', so far as can be ascertained, never comments 

on there being a real life prototype for Mary Talbot, the 

zany young wife of a struggling author, but the reader may 

speculate on her existence. Red-haired Mary loves parties. 

73j0hn Steinbeck, The Log from the Sea of Cortez (New 
York, 1964), p. xxiv. 

7^ibid. 
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If a legitimate exmise for a party does not exist, she manu-

factures one. It is not just that she loves parties; she 

also uses them to build up gaiety as a weapon against her 

husband Tom's despondency over unpaid bills and rejection 

notices from publishers. Once, when in addition to his 

financial trouble, he also has pleurisy, she persistently 

endeavors to cheer him. First she brings him a small bouquet 

of flowers in paper lace. This not being effective, she tells 

him that they are not going under, for "'We're magic people. 

We always have been.'"75 When this strategy is not successful, 

she declares that she may give a little party---"' just a small 

affair. Nobody will dress--'"7^ in honor of the Bloomer 

League. This failing to cheer him, she decorates the door 

with.old Christmas things and makes a placard proclaiming, 

"'Welcome Home, Tom, our Hero.'"77 Later that year Mary 

gave a pregnancy party. All who knew her said, "'God! A kid 

of hers is going to have fun.'"^ 

In marked contrast to the character of Mary is the 

picture of the woman member of the state assemb3„y in the same 

book, Cannery Row. A group of men. Mack and his friends, 

encounter the woman's husband on a frog col3_ecting trip to 

the country. The captain, as he is called, laments, "'Sincc 

my wife went into politics, I'm just running crazy. She got 

7R 
' -\Iohn Steinbeck, Cannery Row, in The Short Novels of 

John Steinbeck (New York, 1953') P.. 3^0. 

76ibid., p. 34i. ?7lbid. 78Jbld., p. 3^2, 
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elected to the Assembly for this district and when the 

Legislature isn't in session, she's off making speeches. 

And when she's home she's studying all the time and writing 

bills.'"79 

Later the author.makes this comment: 

The lace curtains and the papers on the dish shelves 
and the too small towels on the rack told them a 
woman had been there. And they were unconsciously 
glad she wasn't there. The kind of women who put 
papers on the shelves and had little towels like 
that instinctively distrusted and disliked Mack 
and the boys. Such women knew that they were the 
worst threats to a home, for they offered ease and 
thought and companionship as opposed to neatness, 
order and properness. They were very glad she was 
away. 

When the captain becomes inebriated, he exclaims, "'My 

wife is a wonderful woman. . . . Most wonderful woman. 

Ought to of been a man. If she was a man I wouldn' of 

married her.'"^ 

Tortilla Flat, Steinbeck satirizes the middle class 

guardians of public virtue, in this case a woman's group: 

In the neighboring and Methodist village of 
Pacific Grove the W. C. T. U. met for tea and 
discussion, listened while a little lady described 
the vice and prostitution of Monterrey with energy 
and color.. She thought a committee should visit 
these resorts to see exactly how terrible conditions 
really were. They had, gone over t£ie situation so 
often, and they needed; new facts. 

79lbId.; p. 312.
 8oIbld. 

8lIbid., p. 314. 

8? 
"John Steinbeck, Tortilla Flat, in The Short Nove_ljy of 

John Steinbeck (New York, 2353 J, p. "22. ~ ~~ ~~ 



76 

Thus.a majority of Steinbeck's respectable women are 

presented favorably (the exceptions being certain staid 

members of the middle class)s with natures no more prone to 

fault or error than their masculine counterparts.• 



CHAPTER IV • 

PROMISCUOUS WOMEN 

Women who violate, either professionally or privately, 

the conventional sex mores of the community constitute another 

important category of women in the works of John Steinbeck. 

The author's attitude toward unconventional sexual behavior 

differs according to the type of work he is writing. In 

serious works, prostitution is pictured unfavorably, while 

in works in a lighter mood it is looked upon with the 

amusement and sympathy with which characters such as the 

paisanos in Tortilla Flat are portrayed. 

In East of Eden, a serious work, prostitution is pictured > 

as an undesirable way of life. Steinbeck comments that, 

although possibly some of the stories about girls being 

stolen to become prostitutes are true, most enter the pro-

fession voluntarily. 

But the great majority of whores drifted into their 
profession through laziness and stupidity. In the 
houses they had no responsibility. They were fed 
and clothed and taken care of until they were too 
old, and then they were kicked out. This ending 
was no deterrent. No one who is young is ever 
going to be old. 

Now and then a smart girl came into the pro-
fession, but she usually moved up to better things. 
She got a house of her own or worked successfully 

77 
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at blackmail or married a rich man. There was even 
a special name for the smart ones. They were grandly 
called courtesans. 

Cathy Trask (wife, mother, prostitute, brothel-keeper, 

all of these) of East of Eden is one of the most vicious, 

demented creatures in literature. As the author describes 

her, she is a kind of psychic monster born with a malformed 

soul. In earlier days, such a person would have been burned 

as a witch. The author depicts her as the evil influence 

in the Garden of Eden, although, paradoxically, she has 

the face of innocence. She is depicted in plainly serpentine 

and demonic terms. Her eyes are sensitive to light, her nose 

is delicate, and her wide cheekbones sweep down to a small, -/ < 

pointed chin. 

Her mouth was well shaped and well lipped but 
abnormally small--what used to be called a rosebud. 
Her ears were very little, without lobes, p,nd they 
pressed so close to her head that even with her 
hair combed up they made no silhouette. They were 
thin flaps sealed against her head.^ 

Later it is revealed that her tongue is small and pointed; 

and as she eats, she flicks it snakelike around her mouth. 

Her body is slender, but not feminine, for she is 

narrow-hipped and straight-legged. Her feet, "small and 

round and stubby, with fat insteps almost like little h o o f s , 

convey a demoniacal impression. Others are aware of her 

"'"John Steinbeck, East of Eden (New York, 1952), p. 80. 
2Ibid., p. 63. 

3Ibid., pp. 63*̂ 64. 
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innate difference, but unaware of why she is different. She 

is a liar, and her lies are never innocent. 

Early in her life Cathy becomes aware of the power of 

sexuality: 

Cathy learned tha/t by the manipulation and use of 
this one part of people she could gain and keep 
power over nearly anyone. It was at once a weapon 
and a threat. It was irresistible. And since the 
blind helplessness seems never to have fallen on 
Cathy,, it is probable that she had very little 
of the impulse herself and indeed felt a contempt 
for those who did.̂ " 

By her early teens Cathy has already subtly caused a 

great deal of trouble and tragedy. She brings about the 

suicide of a young Latin teacher, sets fire to her house, 

kills her parents, and fakes her own murder. 

Leaving her home town, Cathy seeks work in a house of 

ill fame. Mr. Edwards, who behind his respectable facade is 

actually a "whoremaster," falls in love with her. He supports 

her extravagantly for a time, believing her to be an innocent 

girl. When he finds out about her pa,st, he turns on her, 

beating her furiously both with a whip and with his fists. 

After the beating, Cathy crawls to the home of the 

brothers Adam and Charles Trask, who nurse her back to health. 

Charles understands what she is and does not trust her. Adam 

falls in love with her, marries her, and moves with her to 

California. In their new home, a ranch in the Salinas Valley, 

fraternal twins, fathered one by Adam and one by Charles, are 

Ibid'., p. 65. 
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born to Cathy. During the birth., she bites the hand of 

Samuel Hamilton, who assists, because she senses he sees her 

without any illusion. She refuses to see the twins, saying 

she does not want them. A week after the birth, she leaves 

Adam, wounding him with a gun when he tries to stop her. 

Cathy, her identity known for many years only to the 

deputy sheriff and his friend, who keep silent out of consid-

eration for the twins, enters a house of prostitution run 

by a motherly madam called Faye. There Cathy disarms every-

one, including Paye, by her industry and helpfulness. Cathy-

does not fit into the usual pattern of such women—"lazy, 

vengeful, lustful, unsatisfied, greedy, ambitious"—who come 

"knocking on the door of a whorehouse."5 Soon Faye regards 

Cathy, or Kate, as she is now known, like a daughter. When 

the madam makes Kate her heir, the girl slowly poisons Faye 

in a manner which makes her death appear to have natural 

causes. 

Kate, now owner of the house, institutes a new regime, 

making the house "the most vicious and depraved .in this whole 

end of the country." 

The evil and ugly, the distorted and slimy, the worst 
things humans can think up are for sale there. The 
crippled and crooked come there for satisfaction. But 
it is worse than that. Cathy, and she is now called 
Kate, takes the fresh and young and beautiful and so 
maims them that they can never be whole again. 

5Ibid., p. 195. 6Ibld., p. 2?2. 
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There is also an incident in which Kate gives a girl a 

chalky white powder, most certainly an addicting drug. 

At last finding out the whereabouts of Cathy, after 

eleven years, Adam realizes on seeing her again that he had 

never really known her. Liquor has always loosened Kate's 

tongue, and she says: "'When I was hurt 1 needed you . . . . 

But you were a slop. And when I didn't need you any more 

you tried to stop me. Take that ugly smirk off your face.1"^ 

Smiling still, Adam remarks, "'I wonder what it is you 

hate so much.1" 

"You wonder, do you?" Her caution was almost 
entirely gone. It isn't hatred, it's contempt. 
When I was a little girl I knew what stupid lying 
fools they were--my own mother and father pretending 
goodness. And they weren't good. I knew them, I 
could make them do whatever I wanted. 1 could always 

• make people do what I wanted. When I was half-grown 
I made a man kill himself. He pretended to be good 
too, and all he wanted was to go to bed with me—a 
little girl."" 

Quoting Samuel Hamilton, Adam says: "!I remember he 

said one time that a woman who knows all about men usually 

knows one part very well and can't conceive the other parts, 

but that doesn't mean they aren't there.'"9 Cathy replies 

that Samuel, too, was a liar and a hypocrite. Adam asks in 

surprise: "'Do you mean that in the whole world there's only 

evil end folly? ' 

7Ibid., p. 285. 8Ibld., pp. 285-286. 

9il>id., p. 286. -^Ibid. 
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This is exactly what Cathy means. In proof she offers 

to show him photographs exposing the depravity and perversions 

of many prominent men--a councilman, a minister, a state 

senator, a rancher, a professor. Not one has escaped her 

spell, she says. 

Adam, knowing that any one of those photographs could 

destroy a man's whole life, comments that surely her life 

must be in danger. He finds out that Cathy has ma.de arrange-

ments for all the pictures to be mailed out in the event that 

something happens to her. Even worse, she plans to mail them 

anyway, when she leaves town in a few years. 

Adam looks at her closely, finding that her face is still 

childlike and innocent, although age has taken its toll of her 

body. He believes that he understands the reasons for Cathy's 

hatreds: "'I know what you hate. You hate something in them 

you can't understand. You don't hate their evil. You hate 

the good in them you can't get at. 

Later, Adam discusses the matter of Cathy with Lee, his 

Chinese servant-friend, vowing that he cannot believe there 

is such a creature in the world. "'The trouble with you 

occidentals,'" Lee says, "'is that you don't have devils to 

explain things with.'"-*-2 

Soon after this incident, Cal, one of Adam's and Cathy's 

twin sons, learns about his mother and pays her a visit. 

Wondering how much he is like her, - he asks her if she has ever 

11Ib.id., p. 287. 1 2 Ibid., p. 294. 
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felt that she is missing something, "'like as if the others 

knew something you didn't—like a secret they wouldn't tell 

you?'"^3 

As always Cathy strives to drive in the knife of her 

senseless cruelty. "'I may have given you some interesting 

things, like this--' She held up her crooked hands. 'But 

if it's epilepsy~~fits—you didn't get it from 

Her remarks fail to have their expected effect, for Cal 

seems happy: 

"I'm going," he said. "I'm going now. It's 
all right. What Lee said was true." 

"What did Lee say?" 
Cal said, "I was afraid I had you in me." 
"You have," said Kate. 
"No, I haven't. I'm my own. I don't have 

to be you." 
"How do you know that?" she demanded. 
"I just know. It just came to me whole. 

If I'm mean, it's my own mean. • ̂  

Thus Cal apparently possesses the freedom of choice denied 

to Cathy. 

When Charles Trask dies, he leaves a fortune of one 

hundred thousand dollars equally to his brother Adam and to 

Cathy. Adam, who could have kept all the money, gives her 

her share. Instead of being grateful, she is filled with 

rage and sorrow. Before long, retribution begins and Cathy 

is dead by suicide. 

13ibid., p. 4ll. 
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Although critics have been concerned with certain 

inconsistencies in Cathy's characterization;, a close exam-

ination reveals that these ma,y be less serious than has been 

assumed. Lisca point out what he considers an anomaly. He 

says that although she is described in the beginning and 

throughout most of the book as a psychic monster, born with 

a malformed soul and therefore not responsible for her evil 

deeds, at the end of the novel she suddenly repents of her 

wrongdoing, leaves all of her property to one of the twins 

she had deserted years before, and commits suicide because 
-j /T 

of "moral loneliness.1 According to Lisca, at the end of 

her life, Cathy exercises free will, although she was powerless 

to do so in the beginning. However, a perusal of Cathy's 

thoughts and actions before her death reveals that her moti-

vation for suicide may not be repentance, of which she has 

been portrayed as incapable. Repentance may possibly be 

indicated by the leaving of her property to Aron, the blond 

twin who resembles her in appearance but not in character. 

But remorse is not too deep, however, for she does not destroy 

the incrimimting* photographs of prominent citizens in her 

possession. Tears that she sheds may be attributed to self-

pity as well as to repentance. Principally, however, it 

appears that she commits suicide to escape from the pain of 

l^peter Lisca, The Wide World of John Steinbeck (New Bruns-
wick, 1 9 5 8 ) , p. 26?.~" ~ " . " "" 
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crippling arthritis and the• knowledge that her past crimes 

may-' soon be revealed. 

The day of her death she had been suffering severely.,.. _ 

"The pain was creeping in her hands again and there^wssNa t' 

new place. Her right hip ached angrily when she moved. She 

thought, soon the pain will move in toward the center, and 

sooner or later all the pains will meet in the center and 

join like rats in a clot.'1"^ 

Another reason for her suicide is the knowledge that 

others are aware of her crimes. Though she has turned Joe 

in to the sheriff and had Ethel run out of town, she knows 

that Ethel will come back, and sooner or later there will be 

others. 

Cathy thinks back to a childhood method of escape she 

had used when "a lonely fear would fall upon her, . . . 

every thought and word and look was aimed to hurt her, and 

she had no place to run and hide."-^ At five she had discov™ 

ered Alice in Wonderland and with it a place of sanctuary. 

When the forest of her enemies surrounded her 
she was prepared. In her pocket she had a bottle 
of sugar water and on its red-framed label she had 
written, "Drink me." She would take a sip from the 
bottle and she would grow smaller and smaller. Let 
her enemies look for her then! Cathy would be under 
a leaf or looking out of an anthole, laughing. They 
couldn't find her then. No door could close her out 
and no door could close her in. She could walk 
upright under a door.^9 

Steinbeck, East of Eden, pp. 484-48;). 

l8lbid., p. 487. ^ibid., pp. 467-488. 
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She had also held a final solution in reserve, for "she 

had.only to drink the whole bottle and she would dwindle and 

disappear and cease to exist. And better than all, when she 

stopped being;, she. never would have been."2® 

Conscious all her life of her difference from other 

people, she now ponders about the meaning of her difference. 

First she concludes that she has something they lack. Then, 

thinking of her young son, she concludes that others have 

something that she lacks, "once she knew this, she was 

ready] and once ready, she knew she had been ready for a 

long time—perhaps all of her life."21 At this time she 

makes plans to end her life by poison; by drinking from a 

bottle figuratively labeled "Drink me." Basically hor moti-

vation seems to be escape rather than remorse. 

Warren French also points out what he considers an anomaly 

in the book. Cathy, consistent with the non-teleological 

viewpoint, merely "is," and no attempt is made to explain her 

actions in terms of what has happened to her. Yet Steinbeck 

attempts an explanation for the anti-social behavior of Joe, 

who causes her suicide, by blaming it on early parental neglect 

and abuse, French says: 

What is difficult to fathom is why the same principle 
could net have applied to Cathy, especially since Joe 
is responsible for her defeat and since, thinking over 

20 

21-, 

Ibid., p. 488. 

Ibid. 
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her past when she realizes that the Joes of the 
world are after her, Cathy recalls that as e, child 
"smarter and prettier than anyone else," she some-
times had "a lonely fear . . . that she seemec^ 
surrounded by a tree-tall forest of enemies." 

Yet this seeming inconsistency can be explained by the fact 

that Cathy is characterized as unique, lacking the choice 

between good and evil given the rest of mankind, because of 

a malformed soul. 

In marked contrast to the serious portrayal of Cathy as 

a demon is the lighthearted portrayal of the "professional" 

women in Steinbeck's satires and romances. Here Steinbeck's 

approach to the prostitute is similar to his attitude toward 

paj sanos and bums—humorous, satiric, and sympathetic, although 

he recognizes their shortcomings. Evident, too, is a certain 

detachment, or aesthetic distance, which results partially 

from the humorous approach. Steinbeck is not approving ^ 

prostitution or seeking to make it socially acceptable any / 
V 

more than he is suggesting that the amoral bums of Cannery 

Row are pillars of society; he is merely looking for virtues 

in unusual places. The author's viewpoint may best be 

explained by what he says about Carmery Row: "Its inhabitants 

are, as the man once said, 'whores, pimps, gamblers, and sons 

of bitches,' by which he meant Everybody. Had the man 

looked through another peephole he might have said, 'Saints 

and ange.l s and martyrs an d holy men,' and he would have meant 

O O 
Warren French, John Steinbeck (New York, 1961), 

pp. 1^4-155. ~ ' 
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looking through another peephole. Lisca notes that "no major 

protagonist in his /"Steinbeck1s_7 novels and stories goes 

to a whorehouse. 

The three sympathetically portrayed madams and their 

employees in Cannery Row and its sequel, Sweet Thursday, are 

similar in character to individuals whom the author tells 

about as neighbors of his friend, Ed Ricketts. In the fore-

word to The Log from the Sea of Cortez Steinbeck writes of 

"Monterey's largest, most genteel and respected whorehouse, 

located across the street from Pacific Biological Laboratories, 

owned by Ed Ricketts, on the street officially known as Ocean 

View Avenue and commonly known as Cannery Row. The owner and 

operator of the house was "a very great woman who was beloved 

and trusted by all who came in contact with her except those 

few whose judgment was twisted by limited virtue. She was a 

large-hearted woman and a law-abiding citizen in every way 

except one."2^ Although she broke the "nebulous" laws against 

prostitution, "since the police didn't seem to care, she felt 

23John Steinbeck, Cannery Row, in The Short Novels of 
John Steinbeck (New York, 1953)3 p. 273• 

2^"Lisca, The Wide World of John Steinbeck, p. 205. 

25John Steinbeck, The Log from the Sea, of Cortez (New 
York, 1964), p. xxv. 

26lbid. 
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all right about it and even made little presents in various 

directions.f 

Madam's charities were numerous. In hard times she paid 

the grocery bill for the needy of Cannery Row. Too, she was 

always counted upon for a hundred dollar donation to a cause 

to which other businesses gave ten. She paid more than anyone 

else to help the widows and orphans of policemen and firemen. 

"Also, she was a wise and tolerant pushover for any hard-

luck story. Everyone put the bee on her. Even when she knew 

it was a fake she dug down."^ 

Although significantly Ed Ricketts was never a customer 

of the house, he "maintained relations of respect and friendli-

ness with Madam."^9 The two were mutually helpful, as good 

neighbors should be. One of Madam's problems was an inclination 

toward hysteria on the part of the gir.ls. When this occurred 

Madam would send the overwrought girl to Ed, who would talk 

to her soothingly, play some of her favorite music for her, 

and send her back renewed in strength. He never sermonized. 

Instead, he would help the girl to see that her troubles were 

not unique. 

On her part, Madam took care of Ed's thirst for beer 

when his supply became exhausted after other business estab-

lishments were closed. -There would follow a certain ceremony 

enjoyed by both and necessitated by the fact that she did not 

2''ibid. 2®Ibid., p. xxvi. 2^ibid. 
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have a license to sell liquor for consumption off the 

premises. Ed would go across the street and ask her to sell 

him a beer. Each time Madam would refuse, saying that she 

did not have a license. Then Ed would apologize for asking 

and return home. In a few minutes there would be a little 

knock at the door followed by the sound of running feet. 

After an interval Ed would go to the door, there to find a 

paper bag containing six bottles of ice-cold beer. The . 

matter would never be mentioned, for that would spoil the 

game; however, he would repay her with his time when she 

needed his help. 

When, on a Saturday night, there would be a fight--

"one of those things which are likely to occur when love and 

wine, come together"-3®—Madam would not want to call either 

policeman or doctor. Ed would patch up cuts and dry tears. 

There were never any complaints about his work, although he 

was not of course licensed "to practice anything except 

philanthropy. "31 of frj_s neighbor, Ed sa,ys, "She's a one hell 

of a woman. . . . I wish good people could be as good."3^ 

Surely Madam was the prototype for Dora Flood of Cannery 

Row and her sister, Flora or Fauna, of Sweet Thursday, and 

possibly also for Faye of East of Eden. A13. are motherly, 

3°Ibid. 

31Ibid. 

32jbid. 
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charitable, loyal, and—except for their professional trans-

gressions—essentially law-abiding. 

Cannery Row, the establishment of Dora Flood, "a 

clean, honest, old-fashioned sporting house where a man can 

take a glass of beer among friends,"33 is located across the 

street from the biological laboratories of Doc, the chief 

protagonist. It is "a sturdy, virtuous club, built, main-

tained, and disciplined by Dora, who, madam and girl for 

fifty years, has through the exercise of special gifts of 

tact and honesty, charity and a certain realism, made herself 
Qji 

respected by the intelligent, the learned, and the kind."~)l' 

Dora is viewed with disapprobation, however, by the "twisted 

and lascivious sisterhood of married spinsters whose husbands 

respect the home but don't like it very much."35 

Like Madam, Dora, a large woman with flaming orange hair, 

is a person who "keeps an honest, one price house, sells no 

hard liquor, and permits no loud or vulgar talk in her house."3^ 

Although some of the girls have become too old or infirm to ply 

their trade, she still maintains them, even though, as she says, 

"'Some of them don't turn three tricks a month.'"37 Reflecting 

her pride in local history, Dora has called her place of 

business the Bear Flag Restaurant, causing great puzzlement 

to the tourist who drops in for a sandwich! 

33j0hn Steinbeck, Cannery Row, in The Short Novels of 
John Steinbeck, p. 2 7 9 ~ 

3^ibid. 3 5
I b id. 36Ibid> 37IbicL 
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Like her prototype, Dora tries in many ways to be more 

law-abiding and charitable than anyone because her profession 

is against the law. She must allow no vulgarity, drunkenness, 

or fighting; for if she does, she will be forced to close up. 

She must contribute more liberally to police benefits, the 

Red Cross, the Community Chest, and other projects than any 

member of the Chamber of Commerce. During the depression 

Dora had very nearly exhausted her funds to feed the hungry 

families of Cannery Row. Her well-trained and pleasant girls 

never speak to a man on the street even though he may have 

been at the Bear Flag Restaurant the previous night. Once 

during an exceptionally busy time for the Bear Flag Restaurant, 

the citizens of the street were laid low by a severe epidemic 

of influenza. Since licensed physicians were busy with paying 

patients, Doc took over, providing the only available medical 

service. Dora did her part by sending her girls to nurse the 

sick. 

Another madam of the same type is found in Sweet 

Thursday, a sequel written nine years later. Dora Flood 

having died in her sleep, the management of the Bear Flag 

Restaurant in the later book has been taken over by her older 

sister, Fauna, who has been a silent partner all along and had 

established some of its customs and policies. Fauna had been 

running a Midnight Mission. As Steinbeck says, "She didn't 

find her new profession very different from her old, and she 
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thought of both as a public .service. "38 raa(je the Bear 

Flag into a kind of finishing school for girls."39 ori-

ginally Fauna's name had been Flora, but back at the Mission 

a gentleman bum" had remarked that she seemed more like a 

fauna-type to him. She had liked the name and had adopted it 

from then on. 

Steinbeck pictures Fauna as a very talented woman, who, 

had she chosen, could easily have made a name for herself in 

steel, chemicals, or manufacturing. Having the qualities 

necessary for business success, she was "benevolent and at 

the same time solvent, public-spirited and privately an 

industrialist, open-handed but with a delicate sense of 

double-entry bookkeeping, sentimental but not soft."''40 Partly 

for business reasons and partly for sentiment, she takes a 

deep personal interest in her girls. One manifestation of 

this interest is the Heady Room, which she has established 

for relaxation, reading, gossiping, and study shortly after 

her arrival. The room, with three large windows overlooking 

a vacant lot, is a pleasant apartment equipped with chintz-

covered chairs and matching drapes. Here are facilities for 

cards, parchesi, and table tennis. 

One afternoon when the girls have gathered with her in 

thv, ready room Fauna is quite upset because someone has been 

g ' 
J o h n Steinbeck, Sweet Thursday (London, 1963), p. 2^ 

4°Ibld., p. 87. 
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shooting craps with the parchesi dice. Neither does she want 

to find any more pencil marks on the lump sugar, for gambling 

is a vice, and she says, "'I knew many a good hooker with a 

future that's throwed it away on games of chance. fBecky, 

one of the girls, says, "Hell, Fauna, you play poker.'nZ}2 

Fauna, the mentor as well as madam, replies that poker is not 

a game of chance. "'And you watch your language, Becky. 

Vulgarity gives a hookshop a bad name.'"^3 

There follows a lesson in table etiquette involving the 

proper fork to use and the proper wine to drink. Because 

Mabel knows her lesson so well, Fauna exclaims that she will 

be surprised if the girl does not become a gold star before 

long. (Each young lady from the Bear Flag who has married is 

rapresented by a gold star on Fauna's chart.) Some of them 

have become most successfully married. One's husband is the 

manager of an A and P, one is president of the Salinas Forward 

and Upward Club, and another sings alto in the Episcopal 

church in San Jose. As the foregoing dialogue shows, some of 

the humor in Sweet Thursday borders on the farcical. 

From his association with Ed Ricketts, Steinbeck also 

drew material for Suzy, the girl from Fauna's house whom Doc, 

the chief protagonist, marries. A classical scholar has 

4llbid., p. 90. 

^2Ibid. 

^3ibid. 
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called her a perfect example of the "Virgin Whore" whose 

mythological prototype might be Aphrodite, Artemis, or 

Hekate.i|il 

According to Steinbeck, his friend had a tendency to be 

totally unobjective where women were concerned. In his mind's 

eye he endowed the object of his affections not only with 

beauty, but also with tastes and talents totally foreign to 

her nature. Sometimes the process took considerable time, and 

the girl seemed actually to become what Ed Ricketts had 

conceived her to be. Once Ed became acquainted with a girl 

at a party, a "small but unfragile blonde of endurance and 

experience"^ who was actually earning her living as a. pros-

titute. Because she could barely speak, he thought her shy 

and inexperienced. For a time he had the girl convinced that 

she was actually the innocent which he believed her to be. 

Suzy is a girl somehow virginal in spite of her profession. 

Steinbeck emphasizes that she is not the usual type of pros-

titute by having several inmates of Cannery Row reveal their 

misgivings about Fauna's taking her in. Fauna herself believes 

that Suzy is "different" and probably will not earn her keep. 

Soon it becomes the madam's ambition to marry Suzy to Doe, 

who is very lonely a,nd has not been himself since his return 

from the war. Realizing that she must leave her profession 

^"Joseph Fontenrose, Jphn Steinbeck: An Introduetion 
and Interpretation (New York, 1963), p. 129. 

^Steinbeck, Log from the Sea of Cortez, p. 11. 
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.if she is to be worthy of Doc, Suzy leaves the Bear Flag., 

obtaining a job as 'waitress and building a home for herself 

in an abandoned boiler. Eventually she and Doc are united 

when he incurs a broken arm and needs her to help him. Sweet 

Thursday reveals that however light-hearted an attitude 

Steinbeck may take toward prostitution, a prostitute cannot 

marry a chief protagonist until she has left the profession 

and turned to a respectable source of livelihood. 

Curley's wife, never identified by name, in Of Mice arid 

Men, is a type of "Virgin Whore" who causes the tragic end 

of the comradeship of two ranch hands, Lennj.e and George. 

Although she is more young and misguided than essentially 

evil, like Cathy Tr&sk, she causes the men to commit murder 

and "shatters their dream of owning a farm of their own. In 

this case, a woman not only causes crime but is also its 

victim. 

Although she and Curley, the son of the ranch, owner, 

have been married only two weeks as the story begins, she as 

already giving the ranch hands what is called "the eye." 

Gossip among the employees already characterizes her correctly 

as a "tart." After she visits the bunkhouse, obstensibly in 

search of Curley, George exclaims, "'Jesus, what a tramp. . . , 

So that's what Curley picks for a wife,'"^ Lennie remark; 

defensively that she is very pretty. 

^John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men, in The Short Novels of 
John Steinbeck (New York," 1933)",""p. "172. 
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Lennie is a slow-witted, well-meaning gargantuan man 

who likes to stroke soft or furry things such as mice, rabbits, 

or even women's hair. When he strokes the animals, however, 

he always unwittingly kills them because of his tremendous 

strength. George is his faithful friend who tries to keep 

him out of trouble. 

George continues to warn Lennie about Curley's wife: 

"'Don't you even take a look at that bitch. I don't care 

what she cays 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. 

One day, as can probably be foretold from the very 

beginning, Curley's wife finds Lennie alone in the barn, 

separated from George, who usually tells him what to do. 

Lennie has just accidentally killed a puppy. Unwisely, 

Curley's wife entices Lennie to stroke her hair to see how 

soft it is. Soon he strokes harder and harder, and she screams, 

putting Lennie in a panic. When she does not stop screaming, 

Lennie first tries to cover her mouth and then shakes her until 

her neck is broken and she is dead. 

In death she acquires an air of tranquillity and peace 

she had lacked in life: 

Curley's wife lay with a half-covering of 
yellow hay. And the meanness and the piarmings 
and the discontent and the ache for attention 

4 7 T Ibid, 
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were all gone from her.face. She was very pretty 
and simplej and her face was sweet and young. Row 

,• her rouged cheeks and her reddened lips made her 
seem alive and sleeping very lightly. The curls, 
tiny little sausages, were spread on the hav 
behind her head, and her lips were parted. ̂  

It is interesting to note that the two \tfomen who are 

essentially destructive forces in Steinbeck's works meet 

death violently—Cathy Trask by suicide and Curley's wife 

by murder. 

Margie Young-Hunt of The Winter of Our Discontent 

presents an interesting contrast with the other women of 

unconventional sexual behavior discussed in this chapter. 

Although she is undoubtedly promiscuous (a courtesan), her 

behavior is outwardly circumspect enough for her to be 

accepted, socially by the Hawleys and invited to call on the 

banker's wife. Steinbeck writes of her with obvious favor; 

but she is set apart, to be .judged by different standards 

than those applying to Mary and Ethan Hawley. To the numerous 

men who are her friends she offers understanding, sympathy, 

and loyalty in that she does not reveal their secrets. Taking 

his cue from the religious holiday, Good Friday, on which the 

the story begins, one critic aptly labels Margie a Mary 

Magdalene beside a Mary Madonna (Mary Hawley).^9 

Perceiving that Ethan's fortunes are ripe for improvement, 

Margie is instrumental in setting certain factors in motion to 

i|8Ibid. , p. 201. 

49 F ''ontenrose, p. 135-
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bring this change about. First she tells Mary, with whom 

she is friends, that the cards forecast that Ethan will 

acquire a great deal of money. Then she influences a sales-

man, to offer Ethan a bribe. Her motive for involving herself 

with Ethan, not revealed until the end, is to procure someone 

who Willi send her a check every month, both as a bribe for 

silence and in gratitude for her friendship and advice. 

Procuring another source of support has become a necessity 

for Margie, since the monthly stipends from her first husband 

will cea,se with his imminent death. 

Ethan first becomes aware of Margie when she comes to 

his store one morning, obstensibly for Alka-Seltzer, but 

actually to begin work on "Project Ethan." She is "pert™ 

brested f_ slc_7 in a salmon sweater" and "her tweed skirt 

clung lovingly in against her thighs and tucked up under her 

proud fanny."5° in her eyes is the look not present when 

wives are about--"This was a predator, a huntress, Artemis 

for pants. Old Cap'n Hawley called it a 'roving eye.' It 

was in her voice too, a velvet growl that changed to a thin, 

mellow confidence for wives."51 Margie is what Joey, the 

bank clerk, would call a "dish." Ethan observes that she has 

stamina and durability, and he believes that she is a close 

observer and good rememberer, too. 

^°John Steinbeck, The Winter of Our Discontent (New York, 
1961), p. 20. "" ' 

51T Ibid. 
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Steinbeck's description of Margie as she reaches for a 

pound of coffee is rather inelegant: " . . . every part of 

her body moved, shifted, announced itself quietly. I'm here, 

the leg. Me, the thigh. Not better than me, the soft belly."^2 

Ethan's Mary claims that a woman can put out signals or not, 

at her will, and this being true, "Margie had a communication 

system that ran from her pointed patent-leather toe to her 

curling chestnut h a i r . " 5 3 

That evening, as a dinner guest of the Hawleys, Margie's 

manner is totally different, as Ethan says: "In the morning 

the out-of~coffee Margie was set for me like a bear trap, 

..." but that evening "she was a perfect guest—for another 

woman--helpful, charming, complimentary, thoughtful, modest. 

She treated me as though I had taken on forty years since 

the morning. What a wonderful thing a woman is. I can 

admire them even if I don't understand why."5^ 

From her Russian grandmother, who was exiled to Alaska 

as a witch for raising storms, Margie appears to have inherited 

a certain talent for the occult. At the dinner, Margie, 

re-reading the' cards to tell Ethan's fortune, seemingly is 

thrown into a trance at seeing a snake changing its skin. 

Truly disturbed, she changes her plans for Easter Sunday, 

going to Montauk, on the seacoast, rather than remaining in 

Baytown for the holiday. 

52lbid., p. 68. ^3lbid, ^Ibid., pp. 85-86. 
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Margie is a clever person, clever enough to mask 

her cleverness, to Keep herself looking young, and to keep 

her fences mended while she searches for someone to provide 

her future security. She expends much of her income on 

cosmetics to maintain her appearance. She maintains amicable 

relationships and keeps others aware of her by calls, letters, 

and arranged accidental meetings. On a date she is vivacious 

and amusing, even though to her everything is boringly repet-

itive. "After a decent interval and an outlay of money, she 

usually went to bed with him if she discreetly could. Then 

back to her fence-mending,"^ she hopes that sometime "the 

shared bed must be a trap to catch her future security and 
p/T 

ease."^0 Margie knows that the trap must be sprung soon, for 

she cannot hold her looks forever. 

She is not yet prepared to face old age, for "there is 

an arsenal of maturity, of middle age, but these require 

training and technique she did not yet have. She must learn 

them before her structure of youth and excitement crumbled 

and left her naked, rotten, ridiculous."57 Margie has the 

self-knowledge which Steinbeck always admires. She experiments 

to see how she looks unguarded—ropy neck, eyes half-opened--

and she fears she has waited too long. 

55Ibid., p. 194. 

^Ibid,, pp. 194-195. 

^Ibid., p. 196. 
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A woman must have a showcase in which to grow old, 
lights, props, black velvet, children, graying and 
fattening, snickering and pilfering, love, pro-
tection, and small change, a serene and undemanding 
husband or his even more serene and less demanding 
will and. trust fund. A woman growing old alone is 
useless cast off trash, a wrinkled obscenity with 
no hobbled retainers to cluck and mutter over her 
aches and to rub her pains.-3" 

After this rigid self-examination, she dresses in her 

very best, applies the camouflaging makeup, and goes downtown. 

She does not meander idly, for in New Baytown, a "lady" must 

be going somewhere. Every man who passes looks after her. 

She considers each of the men she meets as a possible protector 

and provider. All of them she rejects—one because he is 

Scotch and tight, one because he is a liar and thief, one 

because he is sick, and still another because he is a friend. 

. Margie has a secret virtue--loyalty to those who are 

her friends: 

She protected them even from the discovery that 
they were her friends. She gave them the best of 
herself "because they demanded nothing of her. She 
kept them secret because they demanded nothing of 
her. She kept them secret because at the bottom 
she did not admire herself.59 

Among these friends are Danny Taylor, Ethan's alcoholic 

friend; Marullo, Ethan's employer; and Police Chief Stonewall 

Jackson Smith. 

She had begun to cultivate Ethan largely because he was 

a challenge, a superior man. If she can succeed in directing 

him, she will have proved her superiority. 

^8Ibid., p. 197- ^9Ibid., p. 195. 
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Finally, in her walk she reaches Ethan's store. After 

a bit of banter back and forth—which reveals her knowledge 

that Ethan is incapable of casual se«c relationships—he 

finally asks point blank what she wants from him.' Ethan 

guesses, half seriously that she wants to benefit from the 

wealth she expects him to acquire. By this time, Ethan, who 

has resolved to improve his fortune, fears that his thoughts 

may be read in his face. Mary, his wife, he believes has 

misinterpreted the change; Margie knows--"but she was a 

witch and that is a worrisome thing. It seemed to me that 

she was intelligent as well as magic--and that's even more 

worrisome. 

After his son has won honors in an essay contest and 

Marullo has left the store to Ethan, he walks troubled through 

the streets. By her design Margie meets him, realizing his 

need for companionship. At this time Margie reveals that 

she hopes to set him up as a backdrop, in the event of her 

ex-husband's death. Also she is gambling that after he has 

acquired his fortune, his Hawley family conscience will 

bother him, and he will need a friend to talk to. 

Steinbeck probably devotes more lines to Margie Young-

Hunt than to any other character in the book except Ethan. 

As his last known scarlet woman character, descendant of 

numerous others who violate conventional sex mores, she presents 

6oIbid., p. 212. 
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an interesting development and contrast. Although she appears 

in a serious work, Steinbeck applies the same light, sympa-

thetic view of her that he gives to women of* loose morals in 

his comic and satiric works. Such a life as Margie's, however, 

is not pictured as ideal, for much attention is devoted, as 

has been shown, to the basic undesirability of such a life. 

Margie is essentially insecure and does not really approve 

of her way of life. Mentioning this difference in treatment, 

perhaps note should be taken of the theme of the novel—the 

decline of moral standards in today's society. It is quite 

possible that Margie's social acceptance in New Baytown is 

another way in which the author indicates change in moral 

standards. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis has sought to refute by close examination 

of distaff character the claims that Steinbeck is a misogynist 

who rejects women from the true human society and also that 

his characters are rudimentary, almost animal-like in nature. 

Although he places emphasis on masculine comradeship, he has 

created many subtly drawn, complex women characters who play 

necessary and often noble roles. 

For every narcissistic character like Mary Teller or 

evil character liks Cathy Tr-abk, there are many sympatheti-

cally treated women. The most notable examples are maternal 

figures like Ma Joad, Liza Hamilton, and Juana, who are 

endowed with strength, stamina, preternatural knowledge, and 

a ca.pa.city for love and understanding, all qualities greatly 

admired by the author. Then there are others, such as Molly 

Morgan, the young rural school teacher loved and respected 

by the community, and E.1isa Allen, every well endowed with 

another admirable quality, a special affinity with nature. 

Furthermore, the author's light-hearted view of prostitutes 

and madams, such as Dora and Flora Flood and their girls in 

1C5 
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Cannery Row, is evidence that he considers women, albeit 

promiscuous ones, with favor. 

Even early in his writing career, when he was preoc-

cupied with the biological approach to man, Steinbeck created 

many complex characters such as Ma Joad, Rose of Sharon, Elisa 

Allen, and Mary Teller. Although he began by considering man 

an animal, he has always been aware that man also transcends 

animality bees,use he has the power to make ethical choices. 

In his later works, Steinbeck's preoccupation with moral 

issues bears out this observation, for rudimentary creatures 

can scarcely be so concerned with natters of principle. In 

sophisticated persons such as Margie Young-Hurt end Ethan 

Allen Hawley little outward evidence of animality remains. 

If the foregoing study of women characters is not 

convincing evidence of the author's acceptance of woman, one 

need only to turn to Steinbeck's two basic philosophies--* 

first, his affirmative and hopeful view of mankind; and 

second, his biological approach and non-teleological thinking--

for further proof. It is highly unlikely that someone so 

endowed as he with human sympathy which extends even to the 

deprived and depraved could reject so la,rge a segment of, the 

human race as womankind. 

Furthermore, non-teleological thinking and a biological 

approach to "group man" preclude Steinbeck's rejection of 

womankind. As has been mentioned before, non-teleological 

thinking "concerns Itself primarily not wi'&h what should be, 
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or could be, or might be, but rather with what actually 'is'— 

attempting at most to answer the already sufficiently difficult 

questions what or how, instead of why. This philosophy 

implies acceptance of people exactly as they are, without 

considering cause, effect, or blame. Thus Steinbeck could 

not logically reject any group from mankind because they "are." 

One musî  by these tenets, merely report what exists or could 

exist. 

The "group man" philosophy implies that groups of men 

assume a different identity from the sum of their separate 

parts. Steinbeck illustrates the hypothesis in this way: 

So a man of individualistic reason, if he must ask, 
"Which is the animal, the colony or the individual?" 
must abandon his particular kind of reason and say, 
"Why, it's two animals and they aren't alike any 
more than the cells of my body are like me. I am 
much more than the sum of my cells and, for all I r 
know, they are much more than the division of me."^ 

Therefore, Steinbeck could not possibly reject women from 

society, for that would make his "group man" philosophy an 

impossibility. 

When all available evidence is presented, it appears 

very clear that not only does Steinbeck accept women, but 

also that they play a role of paramount importance in his 

works. 

, - ' • J o h n Steinbeck, The Log from the Sea of Cortez (Nov/ York, 
1 P- 135. ~ ~ 

2Ibid., p. 165. 
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