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PREFACE 

Although most critics are aware of the import a nce 

of John Steinbeck's Sea of Cortez as a repository of the 

ide as wh ich Steinbeck expresses in his fiction, the dual 

authorship of this book is often overlooked, and no dif

ferentiation is made between the ideas of Steinbeck and 

those of his biologist friend Edward F. Ricketts. As a 

result of this oversight, some of Ricketts' ideas, with 

which Steinbeck disagreed at the time of the writing of this 

study, are attributed to Steinbeck. 

On the basis of previous schol a rs h i p , this study will 

attempt to distinguish between the world-views or philoso

phies of these men. Although both men are sci entists, John 

Steinbeck is a teleolo g ist, a nd Ed Ricketts is a non-teleo

lo g ist. The teleologic a l thinker searches for the reasons or 

causes for whatever situation exists in order to initi a te 

progress, where a s the non-teleologic a l thinker seeks only 

to arrive a t a passive acceptance of existing conditions. 

This differentiation is importa nt in the identific a tion of 

St e inbeck' s c oncepts, wh ich he attempts to verify in his 

novels, a nd those of Ricketts which Steinbeck tes t s aga i nst 

h i s own for effectiveness in coping with or resolving the 

problems of society. Like Steinbeck and Ricketts, the 

lll 



characters in Steinbeck's novels also reflect their concepts. 

In some instances Steinbeck even creates characters who 

illustrate a combination of these two world-views. There-

fore, in order to reveal Steinbeck's method of experi

menta tion, I must first establish the distinctions in the 

two s e p a r a te world-views. 

The first cha p t er, "The Creation of the Scientific 

Observer,'' examines the background and experiences of 

Steinbeck which influenced him to experiment with the 

scientific concepts which underly the plot of most of his 

novels and which qualify him for the role of scientific 

observer. The second chapter, "The Concepts of the Scien-

tific Observer,'' examines Steinbeck's scientific concepts 

as he experiments with and develops them in his novels. 

The third chapter, "The Life and Death of the Scientific 

Observer," closely examines the characters in Steinbeck's 

novels who are scientific observers; these characters are 

Steinbeck's heroes. The lives of these scientific observers 

are patterned after the world-views of Steinbeck and 

Ricketts. 



CHAPTER I 

THE CREATION OF THE SCIENTIFIC OBSERVER 

According to the Webster's Third New International 

Dictiona ry, one who is scientific adheres to the scientific 

method, denoted as 

the principles and procedures used in the systematic 
pursuit of intersubjectively accessible knowledge 
and involving as necessary conditions the recognition 
and formulation of a problem, the collection of data 
through observation and if possible experiment, the 
formul a tion of hypotheses, and the testing and con
firmation of the hypotheses formulated.1 

In other words, the true scientist arrives at knowledge 

through facts discovered by the observation of experimen-

tation. Ideally, emotion has no pla ce in scientific proce-

dures, but, unfortunately, scientists rarely re a ch this 

sta te of perfection. John Steinbeck was aware of man's 

imperfections, especially in the realm of scientific study. 

In The Log from the Sea of Cortez, Steinbeck rel a tes this 

awareness: 

There is a curious idea among unscientific men that 
in scientific writing there is a common plateau of 
perfectionism. Nothing could be more untrue. The 
reports of biologists are the me a sure, not of science, 
but of men themselves. The same conditioning forces 

1Webster's Third New Interna tio n al Dictionary, 
1968 ed., s.v. "scientific met hods." 

1 
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itself into specification as it does into any other 
kind of observation, and the same fau lts of care
lessness will be found in scientific reports as in 
the witness chair of a criminal court.2 

The scientist's inability to view life in an objective 

manner results in biased judgments. Steinbeck felt that 

even Ed Ricketts, a marine biologist whom he revered, some

times allowed h is view of fellow human beings to become 

warped by like or dislike. 3 Furthermore, Steinbec k states 

that if ma n were capable of observing his own species with 

the same degree of objectivity with wh ich he studies the 

lower spec ies of animals, he would discover tha t he, like 

inferior species, exhibits certa in behaviora l characteris-

tics pe culi ar to Homo sapiens. Steinbeck adds tha t one of 

mankind's diagnostic traits is "tha t g roups of individua l s 

are p e riodically infected with a feverish nervousness which 

causes the individual to turn on and destroy, not only his 

own kind, but the works of his own kind. 114 Of course this 

specific trait is commonly known as war. 

Although most critics of Steinbeck assume tha t Ed 

Ricketts was the instigator of Steinbeck's interest in 

scientific research, Steinbeck's interest in science, 

2John Steinbeck, The Log from the Sea of Cortez 
(New York: The Viking Press, 1951 ), p . 73. 

3Ibid., p. 1. 

4 Ibid., pp. 16-17. 
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particularly marine biology, was awake ned by his experiences 

in a summer course a t the Hopkins Marine Station in Pacific 

Grove in 1923, a course his sister Mary encouraged him to 

take. Steinbec k did not meet Ricketts until 1930 when, 

according to Steinbeck, they met in a dentist's waiting room 

and, having he ard of e a ch other, became friends immediately. 

Steinbeck 's close relationship with Ricketts had a signif

ic a nt influence on the development of Steinbeck's scientific 

philosophy which p lays a n importa nt role in Steinbeck's 

best fiction. Because of the closely a ligned scientific 

views of Steinbeck a nd Ricketts, a brief description of 

Ed Ric ke tts' scientific b ackground would be benefici a l in 

this study. 

Ed Ricketts, who was born a nd g rew up on the north

west side of Chicago, attended the University of Chicago 

from 1919 to 1922; there he took classes in p hilosophy, 

Spanish, German, a nd zoolo gy . During his enrollment in the 

Unive rs ity of Chicago, Ricketts' scientific philosophy was 

f ormed as a result of his experience with W. C. Alle e , an 

ecological theorist. Allee's con tention "about t he univer

sality of social behavior among animals and whose the ory of 

social transition in which any g iven animal (including man) 

behaves dif fer ently in a gr oup than as an individual'' had 
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a profound effect on Ricketts' scientific view of life. 5 

In 1939, Ricketts' book, Between Pacific Tides was published. 

This work is the result of Ricketts' study of the habits and 

h a bitats of animal life in the tidal pools of the Pacific 

Coast. In the same year, Ricketts in collaboration with 

Steinbeck wrote a h a ndbook on anima l life in the tida l pools 

of the San Fra ncisco Bay area. This first scientific project 

of Steinbeck and Ricketts led to the exploration of the Gulf 

of Cal iforni a in 1940, a project which resulted in the Sea of 

Cortez: 6 A Le isurely Journal of Trave l and Research (1941 ). 

Th is study is considered by Steinbeck's numerous critics as 

" a record of Steinbeck's basic beliefs" which "sta nds to his 

work very much as Death in the Afternoon and Gree n Hills of 

Africa stand to tha t of Hemingway. 117 The facts, however, 

about the authorship of this book have been for the most 

part overlooked until recently. Richard Astra has revealed 

that the two records of the exploration of the Gulf of 

California which Steinbeck used as a basis for Sea of Cortez 

were written exclusively by Ed Ricketts and Tony Berry, 

5Richard Astra, John Steinbeck and Edwa rd F. 
Ricketts: The Sha in of a Novelist (Minneapolis: The 
University of Minnesota Press, 1973 , pp. 4-5. 

6 Ibid. , pp. 1 0, 1 2. 

7Peter Lisc a , The Wide World of John Steinbeck 
(New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers Unive rs ity Press, 1958), 
p. 183. 
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capta in of the boat cha rtered for the trip. Formerly , 

critics credited all of the philosophic a l ide a s in the study 

to Steinbeck a s a r e sult of the assumption tha t Ricketts 

contributed only the scientific material in the novel. How

e v e r, Joel W. Hedgpeth sta tes tha t Ed Ricketts sent the 

following e x p lanation of the authorshi p of Se a o f Cort e z to 

him: 

How ever much it seems otherwi s e, Sea of Cort e z is 
truly a comp ilation. Jon worked a t t h e collecting 
and sorti ng of a n imals, a n d looked over some of the 
lit e rature, including the specialist literature, a nd 
I h ad a h and eve n in the narrative, a l tho the p lan
ning a n d a rchitecture of the f ir s t p a rt of course is 
entir e l y hi s , a s the planning of the s cientific 
se ction is entirely mine. But much of the deta il 
of the n a rr a tive is ba sed on a journa l I kept during 
the tri p , a nd some of the text derives from it a nd 
from unp ublished essays of mine.8 

Th i s r e v e l a tion of the a uthors h ip of the novel is si gnif

ic a nt b e c a use, a lthough Steinbeck a nd Ricketts, a ccording to 

p a s t schol a rshi p , do concur on specific ide a s or conc epts 

expr es sed in the 1-2.g, t heir world-views differ. 

Jus t as Ricke tts wa s e xposed to a nd influenced by 

hi s c onta ct with W. C. Allee during his e a rly y e a rs of bio

lo g ic a l study, St e inbeck, as a student of Cha rles Kofoid in 

hi s summer cour s e in g ener a l zoolo gy a t Berkeley , bec a me 

8Joel W. He dgpeth , "Philosophy on Cannery Row," in 
Steinb eck: Th e Man and His Work, eds. Richa rd Astro a nd 
Te t sumar o Hayashi (Corva llis: Ore g on Sta te University Pres s , 
1 972) , p . 111 • 
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familiar with Williamson Emerson Ritter's doctrine of the 

organismal conception of life. Ritter's theory, as quoted 

by Astro, is based on the premise that 

In a ll parts of nature a nd in n a ture itself as one 
g iga ntic whole, wholes are so related to their parts 
tha t not only does the existence of the whole depend 
upon the orderly cooperation a nd interdependence of 
its parts, but the whole exercises a measure of 
determina tive control over its parts .9 

Both Allee and Ritter are aware of the cooperation among 

the parts for the survival of the whole. The difference 

derives from Allee's belief that this cooperation among the 

lower animals as well as among men is an unconscious action 

and Ritter's belief tha t in man this function is not only 

conscious a nd voluntary but is also the principa l attribute 

of huma n personality . 10 In other words, "orga nismic biology 

. is teleolo g ical and goa l-directed . 1111 Steinbeck uses 

t h is scientific t h eory to support his observations about 

human life. Unfortunately the majority of Steinbeck's cri

tics investi gated in this study have confused Steinbeck's 

beliefs with those of Ric k etts through a misinterpretation 

of personae in Steinbeck's novels and have condemned 

Steinbeck as a n advocator of Allee's non-teleolo g ic a l concept 

9 Astro, pp . 44-45. 

10Ibid., pp. 46-47. 

11 Ibid., p. 47. 
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of life. For example , Hor a ce Platt Taylor, Jr., states tha t 

Steinbeck's biolo g ical concept of man limits his fictional 

cha racters bec a use Steinbeck diminishes the importance of 

ma n' s advancement in technology and civili zation. 12 On the 

contra ry, in his ac cepta nce speech for the Nobel Prize on 

December 10, 1962, Steinbeck emphasized man's achievements: 

The a ncient commission of the writer has n ot cha n g ed. 
He is cha rged with exp osing our many g rievous faul t s 
a nd f ai lures, with dredging up to the li ght our dark 
and dangerous dreams for the purpose of impr oveme n t. 
Furthermore, -the writer is delegated to gre a tness of 
heart and s p irit -- for ga ll a ntry in defeat -- f or 
courage , compassion and love.13 

In a ccorda nce with this view of ma n k ind, in The Forgotten 

Vill a ge, a s tudy a bout a small Mexic a n Vill age 's fight 

against outmoded medic a l pra ctices, Steinbeck calls for 

a p l a n of s oci a l a ction to improve Mexico's primitive med

ic a l practices . Ricketts' adverse re a ction to this plan 

a nd hi s "Anti-script" identify Ricketts and not Steinbeck 

as the man whom Taylor condemns for his limited conce p t of 

man . It is Ricketts who believes in and champions a non-

t e leologic a l app reciation of wha t is; Steinbeck a dvoc a tes 

ma t e rial progress and social cha nge. Taylor, like the 

1 2 Hor a ce Plat t Taylor, Jr., "The Bio lo g ical 
Natur a lism of Man ," in Dissertation Abstracts, 22 
(April , 1962), 3674. 

13contemporary Authors: A Bio-Bib liographical 
Gu ide , 1 9 7 6 e d • , s . v . "Steinbe ck , John . " 
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majority of Steinbeck's critics investigated, has obviously 

interpreted Ricketts' scientific concept of man as that of 

Steinbeck. Although Steinbeck expressed a definite interest 

in Ricketts' non-teleological views and allowed their 

expression in the Easter Sunday sermon on non-teleological 

thinking in Sea of Cortez, he felt that Ricketts' concept 

was incomplete because it did not take man's common needs 

into consideration. Steinbeck was concerned with man's 

problems as a social animal
1
andf as a tel~~logist, sought to 

improve man's social state. 14 

Since Sea of Cortez is a combination of Steinbeck's 

and Ricketts' world-views, one must differentiate between 

the two in order to discover Steinbeck's attitudes and to 

evaluate his fictional works fairly. Sea of Cortez consists 

of two distinct parts; one portion contains technical bio

lo g ical information on animal life in the tidal pools in the 

Gulf of California. The significance of this novel is evident 

from the note which steinbeck wrote to his agents proclaiming 

this book as ''a good cleaning-out of a lot of ideas that have 

. t· 1115 been working on me for a long ime. Howev~r, for purposes 

of clarity, this study will use The Log from the Sea of 

Cortez, the other portion, to evaluate the different 

14 Astro, p. 43. 

151· 183 isc a , p. • 
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world-views of Steinbeck and Ricketts since this book con

tains the narrative portion of the Sea of Cortez. 

From his evaluation of Ricketts' journal from the 

Gulf of California voyage, Astro discovered that the parts 

of the Log which deal with non-teleological thinking were 

ori g inally written by Ricketts. 16 Ricketts explains his 

idea of non-teleological thinking in the following manner: 

Non-teleological ideas derive through "is" thinking , 
associated with natural selection as Darwin seems 
to have understood it. They imply depth, funda
mentalism, and clarity--seeing beyond traditional 
or personal projections . They consider events as 
outgrowths and expressions rather than as results; 
conscious acceptance as a desideratum, and certainly 
as an all -important prerequisite. Non-teleological 
thinking concerns itself primarily not with what 
should be, or could be, or might be, but rather with 
wha t a ctually "i s " -- attempting at most to discover 
the alre a dy sufficiently difficult questions "what'' 
or "how" instead of why.17 

Because of his idea of re a ching an understanding through a n 

a ccepta nce of wha t "i s," Ricketts is opposed to soci a l 

progress. For insta nce in the Easter Sunday sermon on non

teleological thinking in the Log, Ricketts gives a non

teleological view of the Depression. He states that the 

teleologist feels that if the impoverished families of the 

Depression whom the country had to support "would only perk 

16 Astro, p . 16. 

17steinb eck, p. 135. 
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up and be somebody everything would be all right. 1118 Con

trastingly, Ricketts, as a non-teleologist, reasons that 

the ability or aggressiveness of the separate units of 

society would not change the condition of the masses because 

"collectively it's related to the fact that animals produce 

more offspring than the wor ld can support. The units may 

be blamed as individuals but as members of society they 

1 9 cannot be blamed." Ricketts reasons that even if a given 

individual financially improved his own condition of living, 

the seventy-thirty ratio of unemployed would remain the 

same. The only change would be in a reassortment of the 

units. Therefore, since the impoverished are what they are 

because of the existing natural conditions, they cannot be 

blamed; one must accept what "is." Similarly, Ricketts 

feels that the Indians of the Gulf of Californ ia who are 

ignorant of social change are remarkable people : "It seems 

to us t hat the repose of any Indi an woman sitting in the 

gutter is beyond our a chievement. 1120 He laments that the 

invas ion of civilization in the form of good roads and high 

tension wires ( social p r ogress) will ruin the purity and 

18 Ibid., p. 132. 

19Ibid. 

20Ibid., p. 244. 
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congeniality of the Gulf Indians; one should accept what 

"is" instead of what should be or could be. 21 Ricketts 

feels tha t man should striv e to become an understanding part 

of the whole. He refers to this type of involvement as 

"breaking through to the deep thing , " which leads to "an 

inner coherency of feeling and thought which le a ds man into 

a 'deep participation' and enables him to tie together 

apparently unrelated pictures and see that 'the whole is 

mo re than the sum of its parts,' to achieve that integra-

tive moment. of things wh ich are . 1122 

Even though Steinbeck agreed with Ricketts' idea or 

conc ep t o f the whole which is made up of individual parts, 

Steinbeck adheres to Ritter's concept of organismic biology, 

a nd one of the basic tenets of this theory is that "since 

given properties of parts are determined by or must be 

explained in terms of the whole, the whole possesses or is 

capa ble of directiveness . 1123 This concept is teleological 

a nd g oal-directed in that the cooperation of the parts for 

the g ood of the whole is purposeful. Although Steinbeck 

showed a definite interest in Ricketts' anti - pr ogressive 

doctrine, Steinbeck felt tha t the individual parts could 

21 
Ibid . , PP • 1 3 3, 244 . 

22 35 . Astro, P• 

23
Ibid., P• 47. 
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work effectively for the good of the who le. Once individua l 

man is a ble to "key-in" or know his place in the whol e, he 

becomes "the vigorously en ergetic and creative individual 

who 'wa lks up the stairs of his concepts' and 'emerges 

a head of his accomplishment s ,' tha t rare man among men to 

whom the novelist accords his highest praise a nd in whom he 

24 places his greatest trust." According to Astro, since 

these ide as are not expressed in Ricketts' journal, it 1s 

assumed that they are solely the ide a s of Steinbeck: 

There a re colonies of pelagic tunic a tes which have 
t ake n a shape like the finger of a gl ove. Each 
member of the colony is an individual animal, but 
the colony is another individual an imal , not at all 
like the sum of its individuals. Some of the 
colonists, g irdling the open end, have developed 
the ability, one against the other, of making a 
pulsing movement very like muscular action . Others 
of the colonists collect the food and distribute it, 
and the outside of the g love is hardened and protected 
against contact. Here are two animals, and yet the 
same thing -- something the early Church would have 
be en forced to call a mystery. When the early Church 
c a lled some matter 'a mystery' it acce p ted tha t thing 
fully a nd dee p ly as 'so,' but simply not accessible 
to re a son bec a use re a son, if he must ask, 'Which is 
animal, the colony or the individual?' must abandon 
his particular kind of reason and say, 'Why, it's 
two animals and they aren't a like any more than the 
cells of the body are like me.' There is no 
quietism in such acceptance, but rather the basis 25 
for a far deeper understanding of us and our world . 

Ricketts and Steinbeck both feel tha t it is importa nt that 

ma n become aware of his relation to a far greater and 

24Ibid., p . 60. 

25 steinbeck, p. 165. 
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more significant whole, but Ricketts' ultimate purpose is to 

become a passive member of the whole, while Steinbeck's 

purpose is to work toward the improvement of the whole. As 

Frederick Bra cher asserts, "to be aware of the whole thing 

and to accept one's part in it, is for Steinbeck, the saving 

26 
grace which may lift man out of the tide pool." 

Des p ite the disagreement over man's function as a 

part of the whole, Steinbeck and Ricketts, as scientific 

men, do reach a plateau of common agreement. Through their 

objective observation of anima l life in the tidal pools, 

both men bec a me aware of the similarities between animal and 

human societies. As a result of their observations, 

Steinbeck and Ricketts began to realize that man and lower 

animals are an inseparable part of the whole picture: 

Species are only commas in a sentence • . each 
species is a t once the point and base of a pyra-
mid . . g roups melt into ecological groups until 
the time when what we know as life meets and enters 
what we think of as non-life: barnacle and rock, 
rock and earth, earth and tree, tree and rain and 
air • . a ll things are one thing and that one 
thing is a ll things, plankton, a shimmering 
phosphorescence on the sea and the spinning planets 
and an ex~andin~ univer~e, ~~l bound together by 
the elastic string of time . 

26Frederick Br a c he r, ''Steinbeck and the Biological 
View of Man" in Steinbeck and His Critics, eds. E.W. 
Tedloc k and'c. V. Wicker (Albuquerque : University of 
New Mexico Press, 1957), p. 196. 

27steinbeck, pp. 216-217. 
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Just as Steinbeck and Ricketts were aware that the 

school of fish in the tidal p ools was different from the 

ind ividual fish, they also surmised that the whole being of 

mankind, which Steinbeck refers to as "group-man," is not 

the same as the individual man. 

We h ave looked into the tidal pools and seen the 
littl e an ima ls feeding and reproducing and killing 
for food. We name them and describe them and, out 
of long watching arrive at some conclusion about 
their habits ••. but we do not objectively observe 
our own species as a species, although we know the 
ind ivi dua l s fairly well.28 

Although the relationship between man and group-man has not 

b een studied c a refully, Steinbeck notes tha t if a scientist 

should und ertake the study he must avoid becoming a cell 

in that organ ism. Howeve r, Steinbeck feels tha t man is not 

capable of completely isolating himself from or controlling 

this organism, and consequently in his novels, Steinbeck 

shows tha t man's inability to withdraw from the whole in 

order to obs e rve it obj ec tively is affected, often fatally, 

29 by what g roup-man does. Ed Ricketts' observation on the 

crew of a Japanese fishing fleet, which they encountered in 

the Gulf, is indicative of the detrimental effect which the 

group or whole can have on the individua l. Ricketts notes 

27steinbeck, pp. 216- 217. 

28 Ibid., pp. 16-17. 

29Bracher, p. 190. 
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that the crew was using a dredging method to collect shrimp 

from the sea, a technique which destroyed a large part of a 

needed food supply, and Ricketts describes them as " good 

men doing a bad thing": 

The units of the orga nism [the J apanese fishing fleet] 
are good peop l e. The Mexic a n official and the Japanese 
c a pta in were both go od men, but by their assoc i ation in 
a pr o ject directly honest or dishonest by forces behind 
a nd above them, they were committing a true crime 
aga inst n a ture a nd against the immediate welfare of 
Mexico a nd the eventua l welf a re of the whole human 
species.30 

However, both Steinbeck and Ricketts are aware tha t "group

man" is not always evi l or detrimenta l. As previously 

sta ted, individua l man c a n also be enhanced by his pa r tici 

pation as a group- ma n, a nd Ricketts "wa s pleased with com

mens a l a nimals, particularly with groups of severa l species 

contributing to the survival of all.
1131 

In their observation of mankind as a species, 

Stei n beck a nd Ricketts see that individual man does not 

require the re gali a that the group-man needs to exist . They 

add tha t individual man is the only animal whose desires are 

for externa l p ossessions, such as property, houses, a nd 

money. Since these material things seem to preoccupy man-

kind, a ny muta tion in the species would be evident in ma n's 

30steinbeck, p. 250. 

31 Ibid., p . liv. 
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external thing s. If one follows this line of reasoning, 

the industrial revolution and the tendency toward the col

lectivism attributed to Marx, Hitler, or Ford would be 

mutations in the species Homo sapiens. Therefore, Steinbeck 

and Ricketts deduce that according to the paleontological 

rule tha t ornamentation and complication precede extinction, 

the mutations of the human species might be equivalent to 

the thickening armor of the great reptiles--a mutation that 

c a n only lead to extinction. 32 On the other hand, as with 

fauna , the surviva l and dominance of the human species seems 

to depend on priority and possession. But Steinbeck and 

Ricketts observe tha t "the very success of an a nimal is its 

downfall.'' Accord i ngly, Steinbeck notes that the dominant 

huma n being is not so strong as the wanderers because the 

dom i n a nt a nimal tends to become soft and fearful: 

The l e an and hungry grow strong and the strongest 
of them are selected out. . These selected hungry 
and rapacious ones develop attack rather than defense 
techniques, and become strong in them, so that one 
day the dominant man is eliminated a nd the strong and 
hungry wanderer takes his place.33 

Steinbeck, Bra cher sta tes, seems to feel tha t the comfort 

and security of the middle class have caused its members 

32Ibid., pp. 87-88. 

33steinb eck, p. 95. 
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to lose their versatility and values. 34 Bracher also notes 

that Steinbeck admires men who are able to adapt to changing 

conditions of their environment and believes that the loss 

of this ability might lead to the extinction of mankind. 

However, Steinbeck cautions the reader that although it is 

difficult not to find parallels between the behavior of man 

and that of the lower animals, analogy can be harmful to the 

speculative biologist if taken too seriously, just as the 

industry of the bee and the villainy of the snake have led 

to misconceptions about these animals.
35 

On a more practical level, man's fight for survival 

has developed into what Steinbeck calls "an ethic a l para-

d ox. " 

We have definitions of good qualities and of bad, 
but generally considered good and bad throughout 
the ages and throughout the species. Of the good, 
we t hink always of wisdom, tolerance, kindliness, 
generosity, humility, and the qualities of cruelty, 
g re e d, self-interest, graspiness, and rapacity are 
universally considered undesirable.36 

Conversely, man, if he wants to progress, must practice the 

undesirable qualities since the good qualities seem to be 

attendant to failure. Opposingly, a man will love the 

abstr a ct good qua lities and be repulsed by the abstract 

34 Bracher, p. 193. 

35steinbeck, p. 94. 

36Ibid., p. 96. 
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bad. And, though man tends to love and respect men such 

as Jesus, Augustine, or Socrates as symbols of good, he 

regards the symbols of bad with hate. Yet man would per

sonally prefer to b e successful r a ther than good. Steinbeck 

explains that when man observes animal life, he replaces the 

term good with "weak survival quotient" and the term bad 

with "strong survival quotient." Therefore, Steinbeck con

cludes that "ma n in his thinking or reverie status admires 

the progression toward extinction , but in the unthinking 

stimulus which really a ctivates him he tends towa rd sur

vival. 1137 He feels that this ethic a l paradox is due to the 

fact tha t man "has never become accustomed to the tragic 

mir a cle of consciousness. Perhaps his species has not 

jelled, but is still in a state of becoming, bound by his 

physical memories to a past of struggle and surviva l, 

limited in his futur e s by the uneasiness of thought and 

. II 38 consciousness. 

The assumption that Steinbeck's biologic a l views 

are parroted from Ed Ricketts has led critics to overlook, 

as non-existent, the separate scientific concepts of 

Steinbeck and to underestimate his skills as a scientific 

observer. Astra points out that in Sea of Cortez, Ricketts 

37Ibid. 

38Ibid. 
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himself attested to Steinbeck's superior skill in describing 

animal life in the tidal pools: "Jon c a n make better des-

criptions than have ever been made." Ricketts sta tes that 

he will "select out and list the 50 or 100 most common 

animals, t a ke Jon out into the field, show him the anima ls 

in the field (bring them in alive), have him describe 

them. 1139 Even though Steinbeck was an ama t eur in the field 

of scientific study, he wa s skillful in making scientific 

descriptions. 

Not all of the blame, however, for the false assump

tions of Steinbeck's critics can be p laced on t he critics; 

indeed Pat Covici, Ste i nbeck's friend and publisher, wa rned 

Steinbeck of the consequences of not cle a rly identify ing 

the writ e r of the ideas expressed in Sea o f Cortez.
40 

Furthe rmor e , Steinbeck hei ghtened rather than resolved the 

confusion over the a uthorship of the novel by using ide a s 

t a ken a lmost directly from Ricketts' journal with which 

Steinbeck himself did not wholly agree. Unfortuna tely, this 

uncritic a l reporting of Ricketts' ide a s has led critics to 

assume tha t the ide a s a re wholly the thoughts of Steinbeck. 

Obviously, Steinbeck's concepts do not parallel Ricketts' 

concepts, a nd the f a ilure of Steinbeck's critics to 

39 As tro, pp. 1 0-11 • 

40Ibid., p. 14. 
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differentiate between the world-views of Steinbeck and 

Ricketts' world-views has resulted in an inaccurate assess

ment of Steinbeck. Also, the fact that in some of his 

novels Steinbeck uses Ricketts rather than himself as 

persona adds to the general confusion. Even though there 

is a definite difference between the natures of the two 

personae, critics have tended to explain this difference as 

a change in Steinbeck's scientific views. Although there 

is some similarity in the idea of "is" thinking and 

Steinbeck's attempt to view life objectively, Ricketts' 

non-teleological thinking, which advocates instant accep

tance, is not the same as Steinbeck's belief that scientists 

should obs erve life from an objective viewpoint bec a use the 

g oa l of the non-teleologist is to reach a level of quietism 

by becoming a part of what he observes, and the goal of the 

teleologist is to observe life in order to gather data which 

may assist him in improving or changing what previously 

he has observed objectively. 

Nonetheless, as scientific observers, Steinbec k and 

Ricketts do concur in other instances. With the exception 

of passages which relate directly to non-teleologic a l 

thinking , most of the ideas expressed in Sea of Cortez were 

accepted by both Ricketts and Steinbeck. For example, both 

men were aware that man, along with all other life, animate 



21 

and inanimate, is only a part of the whole picture of the 

universe. And from their observation of nature and animal 

life in the tidal pools, Steinbeck and Ricketts become aware 

of the paralleled behavior a l patterns of all life, and their 

corresponding respect for all life as a part of the whole 

is evident. 

Since the ideas or concepts which Steinbeck 

expresses in the Sea of Cortez and The Log from the Sea of 

Cortez are refl ec ted in the fictional writing, one c a n 

determine the true identity of the personae in the novels 

and identify the characters whom Steinbeck considers the 

heroes only by keeping in mind the distinctions between the 

concepts of St einbe c k and Ricketts as related in the k.Q_g. 



CHAPTER II 

THE CONCEPTS OF THE 

SCIENTIFIC OBSERVER 

The concepts discussed in the Log are the conclu

sive ideas which Steinbeck worked from and experimented wi th 

in his fiction . Bec ause these concepts a re the beginning 

rather than the end of Steinbeck's interest in the behav

iora l patterns of mankind, these concepts seem to be 

developed more fully in his later fiction r a ther than in his 

earlier novels. It is significant, howe v er, tha t even his 

first novel, Cup of Gold (1929), shows this interest in one 

man's relation to mankind as a whole . As noted in the pre 

vious chap ter these concepts center on a basically scien

tific observation of man. Although Cup of Gold provides 

little indication of the type o f novel which Steinbeck l ater 

writes, it is the only novel not influenced by Ed Ricketts. 

It is, therefore, evident that Steinbeck had some insi ght 

into the necessity of observing man in relation to the who le 

picture of life even before he met Ricketts. However, 

Astro notes tha t this novel exhibits the t h ematic weakness 

22 
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of irresolution which characterizes the state of Steinbeck's 

thinking before he met Ricketts. 1 

On the other hand, Steinbeck's later development of 

Ritter's organismal theory can be foreseen in this novel. 

But at this time, Steinbeck was not yet fully aware of all 

the implications of Ritter's theory, which stresses the 

purposeful action of the part for the good of the whole. 

Steinbeck's attitude is exemplified in the fact not only that 

Steinbeck fails to indicate to the reader why Morgan, the 

protagonist in the novel, never reaches the stage of medi

ocrity which is described as "magnificent crawling ," but 

also that Steinbeck obviously is not aware of the reason 

himself. Morga n does re a ch the lower level of mediocrity 

(a resignation that he has the s a me drives and needs as 

other men), but his life l a cks the magnificence which 

Steinbeck alludes to e a rlier in the novel. Astro asserts 

that 

We do learn from them [Merlin a nd Morga n] tha t the 
kind of greatness which results from acquisitive 
self-interest alienates man from nature and huma nity 
(in short, from an understanding of "the whole"), 
but their suggestion of the "magnificence of medi
ocrity" clearly reveals the undeveloped state of the 
author's world-view.2 

1Richa rd Astro, Steinbeck and Edward F. Ricketts: 
The Shaping of a Novelist (Minneapolis: The University of 
Minnesota Press, 1973), pp. 76, 80-81. 

2Ibid., p. 80. 
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As mentioned in the previous chapter, the organismal theory 

is teleolo g ical or goal-oriented and implies that man's 

drive for progress and improvement makes man superior to 

the animals in the tidal p ools. Although the idea of social 

progress is a dverse to Ricketts' idea of non-teleolo g ical 

thinking (to accept what 'is'), Steinbeck's intuitive 

feeling of the wholeness of the universe which he later 

shares with Ricketts is also in its formative stag e. 

Steinbeck's brief references to "the whole" are fragment ary 

a nd few b ecause a t this e a rly stage Steinbeck has not fully 

conceived this ide a himself. It was Steinbeck's later 

experimentation and research with Ricketts of animal life in 

the tidal pools that cle a rly established this concept of 

whol eness which is developed more fully in Steinbeck's l a ter 

novels. 

The Cup of Gold did not sell well and c annot be held 

as one of St e inbeck's best artistic a chievements because of 

the incomplete stage of Steinbeck's ideas at this time and 

also because of the flaws in the technical structure of the 

nove l, such as the stilted language and the arbitrary system 

of symbolic and allegorical elements to which Howard Levant 

alludes . He adds that, because of these flaws, the 
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development of the novel g rows less realistic. 3 Even 

Steinbeck was aware of the novel's deficiencies, for seven 

years a fter the publication of the Cup of Gold, Steinbeck 

said of this novel that there was not much to the novel 

"outside of a certain lyric quality. Fortunately, 

in his following novels, Steinbeck corrected the artistic 

defects present in the Cup of Gold; he almost entirely 

avoids "literary prose," and he also avoids using heroic 

pr otagonists and deletes historical settings. The study of 

this novel, therefore, as an indicator of Steinbeck's f uture 

style is fruitless, but the thematic material in this novel 

is indicative of the thematic development in Steinbeck's 

later work. 5 

Morgan, t he hero in the novel, yearns to sail to the 

We s t Indies a nd acquire wealth and greatness through his 

exploits as a buccaneer. He is betrayed, however, and sold 

as an indentured slave to James Flowers, a plantation owner. 

As is characteristic of Mor gan 's later successes, he takes 

advantage of his position and uses the p lantation owner, who 

3Howard Levant, The Novels of John Steinbeck: A 
Critical Study (Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 
1974), p . 17. 

4Peter Lisca, The Wide World of John Steinbeck (New 
Brunswic k , New Jersey: Rutgers University Pres s , 1958), 
p . 26. 

5Ibid., p. 38. 
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comes to love him as a son, to gain knowledge and wealth. 

When his indentureship is over, he leaves Flowers, as he left 

his father, to accomplish his original goal. Establishing a 

pirate brotherhood, he gains the greatness which he desired. 

His capture of Panama (the Cup of Gold) and La Santa Roja 

(a woman whose beauty is legendary in the West Indies) are 

his greatest accomplishments. He does not, however, derive 

pleasure from his conquests. Later obtaining a pardon for 

his past deeds as a buccaneer he becomes lieutenant-governor 

of Jamaica. Moreover, he is tricked into marriage by his 

cousin Elizabeth, and the King persuades Morgan to send his 

companions in piracy to the gallows for their crimes. 

The central concern of the novel is Morgan's selfish 

desire for power and we alth which alienates him from his 

fellow man. He becomes a part which refuses to recognize 

his role as a function of the whole. Levant explains 

Steinbeck's thematic scheme as the following series of 

propositions: 

The life of reason equates with the practice of 
business or management; that life is external and 
desiccating. Man's inner, irra tional need for 
friendship and love is opposed to his external, 
rationalized drives to be successful, to control 
power and wealth, to master other men through 
terror or intellectual superiority.6 

6 Levant, p. 17. 
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These ide a s relate to Steinbeck's later scientific concept 

of the ethical paradox which he felt to be characteristic 

of mankind. Morgan fails to find peace or happiness in his 

conquests because in his drive for fame and wealth, he 

isolates himself from the whole--mankind. Morgan's tactics 

to ac hieve success are later known as elements of the 

"strong survival quotient." Despite his great achievements, 

Morgan's conquests do not make him whole: 

Through all his life his will had been like a n 
iron weathervane, steadfastly pointing, a lways , but 
n ever long in one direction. The Indies and the sea 
and pillage and glory all seemed to have f a iled him. 
He h ad touched all things a nd watched them pale and 
shrivel at his touch. And he was lonely.7 

In the be g inning of the novel, Morga n's great desire is to 

become a par t of the whole, but he mistakenly concludes that 

fame and wealth in the West Indies will make him whole: 

"I am cut in h a lf a nd only one part of me here. The other 

piece is over the sea, c a lling and calling me to come and 

be whole. I love Cambria, and I will come b a ck when I am 

whole again. 118 Mer lin, the mystic seer of Cambria, knows 

from his own experience of becoming a man that Mor gan will 

not become whole by sailing to the West Indies: 

"I think I und e rstand ," he said s oftly . "You a re a 
little boy. You want the moon to drink from a s a 
g olden cup; a nd so, it is v e ry likely that you 

7John Steinbeck, Cup of Gold (New York: Covici 

Friede, 19 36 ), p. 126. 

8 Ibid. , p. 27. 
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will become a great man --if only you remain a 
little child. All the world's great have been 
little boys who wanted the moon; running and 
climbing, they sometimes caught a firefly. But 
if one g row to a man's mind, tha t mind must see 
that it cannot have the moon a nd would not wa nt 9 
it if it could--a nd so, it catches no fireflies." 

Merlin realizes tha t when dne becomes a man he is aware of 

his inne r need to become a part of the whole; therefore, 

he will no longer desire the material things which alienate 

him from the whole. Merlin adds " but t here is this gift for 

the failure; folk know he has f a iled, and they are sorry 

and kindly and gentle. He has the whole world with him; 

a bridge of contact with his own people . 11 1 0 The weak-

ness of the theme is revealed in the fact tha t when Morgan 

becomes a man, neither is he magnificent nor does he become 

a part of the whole as Merlin suggests: "He [Morgan] is 

-- lump ish . You get the impression tha t a grea t mass 

is p l anted before y ou; and he moves as though he pushed his 

own invisible cage ahead of him."
11 

Mor gan's failure to 

conceive the whole resembles that of James Flowers, the 

1 2 
plantati on owne r to whom Henry is sold: 

9Ibid., p. 27. 

1 Oibid. 

11 Ibid., pp . 245-246. 

1 2 Astro , p . 79. 
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His [Flowers'] library was the finest in the Indies, 
and, as far as informa tion went, he was the most 
le a rned man anywhere about. But his learning formed 
no desi gn of the whole. He had le a rned without 
a?sorbing, remembered without assimilating . His_ 13 mind wa s a sad mass of unrelated f a cts and theories. 

However, Flowers' attempt to help Morgan learn is suggestive 

of Steinbeck's teleological belief that when the part 

functions consciously for the good of the whole, the part 

benefits for ''in teaching this boy the things he had read, 

h e h a d come ne a rer to satisfaction than ever before. 1114 

Although the concept of holism and man's ethical 

p a r a dox controls the basic theme of Cup of Gold, Steinbeck 

a lso bri e fly a lludes to severa l other ide a s which he will 

develop in his later novels. He briefly compa res man's 

drives to those of a nimals, an analogy which later becomes 

cha ract e ri s tic of his style: 

The long g r ay a fternoon, piercing to this mysterious 
ni ght, had called up strong ye a rning s in him [Morga n], 
the s e eds of which were pl a nted months before. It 
was a desire for a thing he could not name. Perhaps 
the same force moved him which collected the birds 
into exploring parties and made the animals nervously 
sniff up-wind for the scent of winter.15 

Al s o the paleontolog ic a l rule tha t ornamenta tion and com

p lic a tion precede extinction, a rule Ricketts and Steinbeck 

l at er concluded from their scientific observation of marine 

13s t einbeck, p. 77. 
14Ibid., p. 81. 

15 Ibid., p . 5. 
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fauna, is suggested in Steinbeck's description of the city 

of Panama: 

They [the people of Panama] had grown soft in their 
security. The city was considered impregnable. On 
one side the sea protected it, and there were no 
foreign ships on the southern ocean anyway; to the 
landward side were walls and a broad morass which 
might be flooded in time of danger, making the city 
a vertiable island •. 

Don Juan Perez de Guzman was Governor of the Cup of 
Gold a quiet nobleman . and nothing else.16 

Also Rodriguez's command over his army is redolent of the 

concept of group-man: "Rodriguez turned in his saddle and 

looked proudly at the hurtling troop behind him following 

his order as though they were the multi-members of one 

great body governed by his brain. 1117 These fragmentary 

passages anticipate the development of Steinbeck's world-

view. 

Steinbeck's religious concept is also briefly 

mentioned in Cup of Gold. Although there is only one very 

brief reference to orthodox religion in this novel, 

Steinbeck's religious concept becomes the central theme in 

To a God Unknown (1933). In Cup of Gold Merlin describes 

the t a les which the Curate tells the children as "a story 

given to the world by twelve collaborators with rather 

1 8 
slovenly convictions in some matters." Although this 

16Ibid., pp. 155-156. 

17Ibid., p. 183. 
1 8 Ibid., p. 26 
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theme is to become a major one later, this is the only hint 

of Steinbeck's religious convictions in his first novel. 

However, in his second novel, Steinbeck sees Joseph Wayne's 

concept of the universe as a cosmic whole as religious. 

Woodburn Ross explains this religious feeling: 

Much of Steinbeck's basic position is essentially 
religious, though not in any orthodox sense of the 
word. In his very love of nature he assumes an atti 
tude characteristic of mystics. He is religious in 
that he contemplates man's relation to the cosmos and 
attempts, although perhaps fumblingly, to unders t and 
it. He is religious in that he seeks to transcend 
scientific explanations based upon sense experience. 
He is religious in that from time to time he explic
itly attests the h oliness of nature.19 

In this second novel, Steinbeck's idea or concept of the 

whole is more firmly established than in Cup of Gold, where 

his casual references to the wholeness of his characters 

refer simply to man's relationship with his fellow man 

inste a d of to the greater sphere of the cosmos. Steinbeck's 

ma turing knowledge concerning the whole is a result of his 

encounter with the ideas of Ricketts. The time which 

Steinbeck took to rewrite the original plot of the book 

after he met Ricketts verifies Ricketts' influence on 

Steinbeck. Lisca says tha t "no other Steinbeck novel except 

East of Eden has been in progress so long or undergone such 

1 9woodburn O. Ross, "John Steinbeck: Naturalism's 
Pri e st," College English 10 (May 1949): 436-437. 
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ext ensive re-working. 1120 Steinbeck attests to the fact that 

it took him five years to collect the notes for t h is novel. 21 

Ricketts' influence on Steinbeck's world-view resulted in 

Steinbeck's improved concept of man. Steinbeck's advanced 

concept of ho lism as the religious nature of man, which 

Steinbeck feels is the yearning of all men for some kind of 

ritual to give meaning to situations beyond empiric a l con

trol, is implied by the sources of the title of this novel. 

The first of these sources is an ancient poem from the 

Ri gveda ''which praises the 'God over Gods' and invokes His 

mercy through the offering of a sacrifice. 1122 Marks notes 

that Steinbeck's change in the title of the original poem 

which is "Hymn to The Unknown God" to "To A God Unknown" is 

important because the original title suggests no doubt about 

the identity of the god; it is the omniscience of this god 

which is unknown. Conversely, Steinbeck's title indic a tes 

the possibility of the existence of many g ods and the one 

God is not freely identified. Marks further explains: 

The God of the ori g inal p oem is identifiable and 
universal; on the other hand, the g od Steinbeck 
fashions is not only unpr edic tab le ( and hence 

201. isca, The Wide World of John Steinbe ck, p. 4 1. 

21 Ibid., p . 39. 

22Lester Marks, Themat ic Desi n in the Novels of 
John Steinbeck (The Haug e: Mouton and Co., 1969 , p. 34. 
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unknowable), but is also unknown because he is 
unseen; he must first be discovered if he is to 
be offered sacrifice--a pointA we shall see, 
that is central to the novel.~3 

Hence, the original refr a in in the poem, t1The God to whom 

we offer sacrifice," is changed to Steinbeck's "Who is the 

God to whom we offer sacrifice?" Signific a ntly, the second 

source of the title is biblic a l r a ther than paga n. This 

source is Acts, XVII, where Paul scorns t he Athenians' 

worship of g r ave n images. The sources of the title (pagan 

and biblic a l) correspond to the conflicting religious 

natur es of the cha r a cters in the novel. Each character 

searches in his own way to discover the ritual which s a tis

fies his own religious ye a rning ; "e a c h creates a priva te 

reli g ion with uniquely personal rituals to satisfy the g od 

or g ods he has discovered. 1124 

Man's search for some type of religious ritual to 

tie him in with the whole is developed in To a God Unknown. 

In this novel, Joseph Wayne , seeing that the small rocky 

f a rml and in Ve rmont is too small for his brothers and their 

f a milies, a sks his f a ther's blessing to go a nd find more 

l a nd in the West. Even though Joseph is not the eldest, 

his father gives him the patri ar chal blessing, a nd shortly 

23
Ibid., p. 35. 

24
Ibid., pp. 35-36. 
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after, Joseph le aves for California where he buys land in 

.,,,,; 
Nuestra Senora Valley. Upon hearing of his father's death, 

Joseph has his brothers and their families join him in 

California where they prosper until a severe drought, which 

was predicted by the old Mexican settlers, comes to the 

valley. Everyone except Joseph leaves the land. Joseph, 

because of his strange tie to the land, feels tha t he must 

stay to protect it. 

Jos eph's religious concept is only one of many reli

gious beliefs expressed in the novel. Warren French feels 

that the different religious natures of the old man's sons 

are symbolic of man's possible condition, with two of the 

sons representing the extremes of physical man and the 

other two representing the extremes of spiritual man. 25 

The eldest son--Thomas, who is forty-two represents one 

extreme of physic a l man: 

Thomas had a strong kinship with all kinds of animals. 
Of ten he sat on the edge of a manger while the horses 
ate their hay. The low moaning of a cow in l a bor 
could draw Thomas out of bed at any hour of the night 
to see that the calving was true, and to help if there 
were trouble .... Thomas liked animals and under
stood them, and he killed them with no more feeling 
than they had about killing e a ch other . 

Thomas understood anima ls, but humans he neither 
understood nor trusted very much. He ha d little to 
say to men; he was puzzled and frightened by such 

25warren French, John Steinbeck (New Haven, 
Connecticut: Twayne Publishers, 1961), p. 48. 
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things as trade and parties, religious forms and 
politics. . . Joseph was the only person with 
whom Thomas felt any relationship; he could talk 
to Joseph without fear.26 

Benjamin, the youngest of the four, is a lso representa tive 

of the physical man; yet he is not identical to Thomas: 

Benjamin, the youngest of the four, was a cha rge 
upon his brothers. He was dissolute and undepen
able; given a cha nce, he dr ank himself into a 
romantic haze and walked about the country, singing 
gloriously. He looked so young, so helpless and so 
lost that many women pitied him, and for this reason 
Benjamin was nearly always in trouble with some woman 
or other. For when he was drunk and singing and the 
lost look was in his eyes, women wanted to hold him 
against their breasts and protect him. . It 
always surprised those who mothered Benjamin when he 
seduced them. . His new wife. . labored to 
keep Benjamin from hurt.27 

Just as the picture of the physi c a l man encompasses two 

specific types, so the brothers who represent spiritual 

man a re a lso not identical: 

Burton wa s one who nature ha d constituted for a 
religious life. He kept himself from evil and he 
found evil in nearly all close human contacts • 

. Burton ha d embr a ced his wife four times. He 
had two children. Celibacy was a natura l state for 
him. Burton was never well. . In a way it grati-
fied him that his health was b ad , for it proved that 
God thought of him enough to make him suffer~28 

26John Steinbeck, To A God Unk nown (New York: 
Ba ntam Books, 1960), p. 19. 

27Ibid., pp. 20-21. 

28 Ibid., p. 20. 



36 

French identifies Burton as the typical Steinbeck Christian-

"narrow, bigoted, destructive. 1129 Joseph, on the other 

hand, is a nother species of spiritual man, one who finds 

holiness in n a ture and reveres the fertility of its inhabi

t a nts: 

As he rode, Joseph bec am e timid and yet eager, as a 
young man is who slips out to a rendezvous with a 
wise and beautiful woman. He wa s half-drugged and 
overwhelmed by the forest of Our Lady. . • The 
endless green hills and aisles a nd a lcoves seemed to 
have meanings as obscure and promising as the symbols 
of an ancient religion.30 

The religion of Joseph is not the orthodox worship of the 

Deity which Burton exemplifies, and therefore his religious 

values differ: 

The hopeless sin was barrenness, a sin into lerable 
and unfor g ivab le. Joseph's blue eyes were growing 
fierce with this new faith. He cut off barren 
creatures mercilessly, but when a bitch crept ab out 
swollen with p upp ies, when a cow was fat with calf, 
that cre a ture was holy to him.31 

Joseph's reli g ious feeling encompasses a belief in 

the pre-existence of the mind or the past memory of man of 

his ancient existence which recalls Steinbeck and Ricketts' 

idea of ma n as an inseparable part of the whole of nature. 

Joseph did not think these things in his mind, but in his 

29 French, p . 49. 

30steinbeck, To A God Unknown, p . 4. 

31 Ibid., p. 22. 
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chest and in the corded muscles of his legs. It was the 

heritage of a r a ce which for a million years had sucked at 

the bre as ts of the soil and co-habited with the e ar th. 32 

Elizabeth, Jose ph's wife, is also aware of these past or 

inherited memories but, unlike Joseph, she fears her ancient 

memories. She is drawn to a mossy great rock in a secluded 

g lade, and as she gazes at the rock, "her mind lost all 

sharp thought and became thronged with slowly turning 

memories, 
33 

untroubled, meaningless and vague." Uncon-

sciously, she begins to worship the rock, and after she 

le a ves the glade, she prays, "'Our Father which art in 

Heaven, . protect me from these forbidden things and 

keep me in the way of light and tenderness .... Gua rd me 

against the ancient things in my blood.' She remembered how 

her father said his ancestors a thousand years ago followed 

34 the Druidic way." 

Since nature is holy, ma n as an insepara ble unit 

of nature is also holy, a nd Joseph's feeling of oneness with 

the land is shared by his father who believes tha t after 

hi s death he will be able to follow Joseph West and become 

absorbed into the land: "In a ye a r, not more than two, 

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid., P• 99. 

34Ibid. , p . 100. 
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why I'll go with you. I'm an old man, Joseph. I'll g o 

right a long with you over your head, in the air. 1135 Appro

priate ly, after the de a th of his father, Jos eph believes 

tha t his f a ther's spirit is in an oak tree under which he 

builds his home: "Joseph raised his he a d and looked at its 

old, wrinkled limbs .... for his f a ther's strong and 

simp le being, which h ad dwelt in his youth like a cloud of 

36 peace, h ad entered the tree." Joseph, without realizing 

why, begins ma king Druidic sacrifices to the tree in order 

to protect the land against the predicted drought years. 

Later after Burton kills the tree, Joseph thinks that his 

father ' s spirit h as moved to the moss-covered rock in the 

g lade. This rock is the l ast green thing in the valley 

after the drought comes, and Joseph leaves all his p osses

sions in order to keep the mossy rock green . Later, he 

sacrifices himself on this rock to give the l and rain. 

Leva nt notes that the three brothers of Joseph lack 

a n under standing of the divine vita lity: "Burton has no 

vital spark to speak of; Thomas's vitality pours outwa rd 

t o nonhuma n life; Benjy's vitality is expressed irrespon

s ibly to huma n life. Of these three ne gat ives, Joseph is in 

35 Ibid., p . 2. 

36 Ibid., p . 17. 
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closest n a tural sympathy with the semianimal, Thomas. 1137 

Although Steinbeck portrays Thomas in a favorable light , 

Thomas lacks the understanding of the whole which cha r

acterizes Joseph. 

The non-teleologic a l ide a s exhibited by Joseph 

reflect Ricketts' influence on Steinbeck's thinking. 

Joseph's a bility to break through to the deep thing is evi

dent by his attitude of instant accepta nce. Although he 

does not feel or think like his brothers, neither does he 

condemn their practices, for he feels that ''a man has to 

have something to tie to, something he can trust to be there 

in the morning. 113 8 Even after Juanita, his h ired ranch 

hand, kills Joseph's brother Benjy, wh om he catches in bed 

with his wife, Joseph does not want to p unish Juanita 

bec a use h e says, ''This thing was natural. You did what your 

nature dema nded. It is n atural and--it is finished. 

You will a ct the course of your breed, as a young bird dog 

does when it comes to point where the birds are hidden, 

bec a use that is in its breed. 1139 Joseph's accepta nce comes 

from an understa nding or feeling that all things le ad to an 

understa nding of the whole. Also the old man whom Joseph 

37 
Levant , p. 28. 

38steinbeck, To a God Unknown, P• 28. 

39Ibid., p. 71. 
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meets feels this union with nature and he sacrifices small 

animals in order to feel as one with the sun: "I do it for 

myself. I can't tell that it does not help the sun. But 

it is for me. In the moment, I am the sun. Do y ou see? 

40 I, throug h the beast, am the sun." Joseph understa nds the 

old ma n's belief but Joseph a lso knows that for him "there 

is a difference." This difference is the same difference 

which exists in the thinking of Steinbeck and Ricketts. 

Joseph, even though he is a non-teleological thinker, also 

p ossesses Steinbeck's teleologic a l drive to work p urposefully 

for the good of the whole. Whereas the old man sacrifices 

small animals in order to achieve a sense of oneness with 

nature, at the end of the novel Joseph sacrifices himself for 

the good of the whole: 

"O f course," he said, "I'll climb up on the rock." He 
worked his way carefully up its steep sides until at 
last he lay in the dee p moss on the rock's top. When 
he had rested a few minutes , he took out his knife . 
and carefully , ge ntly opened the vessels of his wrist. 
The pa in was sharp at first, but in a moment its 
sharpness dulled. He watched the bright blood cas
cading over the moss, and he he a rd the shouting of the 
wind around the grove . The sky was growing grey . And 
time passed a nd Jo seph grew grey, too. He lay on his 
s ide with his wrist outstretched and looked down the 
long black mountain range of his body. Then his body 
grew huge a nd light. It ar ose into the sky, and out of 
it c a me the streaking r a in. "I should have known," he 
whispered, "I am the r a in." ..• ''I am the land," he 

40Ibid., p . 147. 
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' and I am the rain. The grass will grow out 
in a little while. 1 41 

Joseph possesses what Steinbeck says is the principal attri

bute of man which distinguishes him from lower animal life 

in the tidal pools. 

Ironic a lly, in Tortilla Fla t (1935) Steinbeck's 

first public success, he is accused of glorifying the 

pais anos of Tortill a Flat , whose lives are indic a tive of 

man as anima l: 

One day he [the school doctor] drove up to Teresina 's 
house . . As he wa lked through the yard the 
creepers, the crawlers and the stumblers were 
s hri eking one terribl e symphony. The doctor stood 
in the open kitchen door. With his own eyes he saw 
the vieja g o to the stove, dip a great spoon into a 
kettle and s ow the floor with boiled be ans. Insta ntly 
the noise ceased. Creepers, crawlers and stumblers 
went to work with silent industry, moving from bean 
to be a n, pau sing only to eat them. 

He s hook his he a d incredulously while he made his 
report . "I g a ve them every test I kn ow of," he s a id 
"teeth , skin , blood, skeleton, eyes, co-ordinat ion. 
Gentlemen, they are li v ing on what constitutes a slow 
p oi son, a nd they have fr om birth. Gentlemen, I tell 42 you I have never seen he a lthi er children in my life!" 

Althoug h Steinbeck admir es the biologic a l adaptability of 

the paisanos , h e do es not g lori fy them a ny more tha n he does 

the old man in To a God Unknown, f or, like the old ma n, 

they l a ck the di rectiveness to f unction for the g ood o f the 

whole, and,more over , they are not consciously aware of their 

4 1 
Ibid., p . 179. 

42John Steinbeck, Tortilla Fl a t (New York: The 
Viking Press, 1935) pp . 126-127. 
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part in the whole. They never grow beyond the instinctive 

functions for survival; they have no sense of purpose to 

make them any better than the animals which Steinbeck and 

Ricketts observed in the tidal pools. Charles Metzger notes 

that ''Steinbeck's view of the paisanos of Tortilla Fl a t is 

in effect scientific in a version of the way that Ed Ricketts' 

view of the cephalopods of Monterey Bay was, that is, both 

taxonomical and ecological . 1143 The following passage is 

Steinbeck's biological description of the paisano: 

What is a paisano? He is a mixture of Spanish, 
Indian, Mexican and assorted Caucasian bloods. His 
a nc estors have lived in Californi a for a hundred or 
two years . He speaks English with a paisano accent 
and Spanish with a paisano accent. When questioned 
concerning his race, he indignantly claims pure 
Spanish blood and rolls up his sleeve to show that 
the soft inside of his arm is nearly white. His 
color, like that of a well-browned meerschaum pipe, 
he ascribes to sunburn . He is a paisano, and he 
lives in that uphill district above the town of 
Monterey called Tortilla Flat, a lthough it isn't a 
flat at all . 44 

The exploits of the paisanos ara related by Steinbeck in 

the same objective method. Even though Steinbeck neither 

condemns nor praises the actions of the paisanos, it is 

43 charles R. Metzger, "Steinbeck's Mexican-Ameri
cans, " in Steinbeck: The Man and His Work, eds. Richard 
Astro and Tetsuma ro Hayashi (Corva llis: Ore gon State 
University Press, 1971), p. 143. 

44steinbeck, Tortilla Flat, P• 2. 
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evident from the failure of the paisano organism to survive 

and thrive that Steinbeck does not use the paisanos as a 

model of the ideal state of existence. He writes: 

And this is the story of h ow tha t group came into 
being, of how it flourished and grew to be an orga n
ization beautiful and wise. This story deals with 
the adventuring of Danny's friends, with the good 
they did, with their thoughts and endeavors. In the 
end, this story tells how the talisman was lost a nd 
how the group disintegrated.45 

Astra asserts tha t Steinbeck's study of the paisano ethic 

"raises penetrating questions about the lasting values of 

this kind of existence, the answers to which indisputably 

prove his rejection of their life-style as an avenue to 

solving the pressing problems of modern life. 1146 

Steinbeck originally admires the paisanos because 

they are not subject to the moral ethics of the non-paisanos. 

Since they have no possessions, they are not subject to the 

pressures of ownership. However, when Danny inherits two 

small houses on Tortilla Flat from his grandfather , Danny is 

no longer the carefree indolent, and by renting one of his 

houses to his friends, Danny becomes a part of a functioning 

organism or whole. Through the carelessness of the tenants, 

one of the houses burns down and the tenants move in with 

45 Ibid ., p . 1. 

46 Astra, pp. 109-110. 
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Danny. Steinbeck advises his readers, "when you speak of 

Danny's house you are understood to mean a unit of which 

the parts are men, from which came sweetness and joy, 

philanthropy and, in the end, a mystic sorrow . 1147 In this 

sense Danny and his friends are group-men. 

In a literary sense, Danny and his friends are 

classified as romantics, and Metzger refers to this group 's 

philosophy for survival as "the romantic deception. 1148 

However, from Steinbeck's observation as a scientist, the 

philosophy of the paisanos is objectively described as the 

instinctive function of a group for survival, which recalls 

Allee's theory of animal aggregations. The paisanos 

rationalize acts of theft wh ich, since the paisano group 

does not work regularly, is a necessity for survival. For 

example, Pilon kills one of Mrs. Morales' chickens because, 

he rationalizes, "Here you play in the street, little 

chicken. Some day an automobile will run over you and if 

it kills you, that will be the best that can happen. It 

. 1149 s . d t may only break your leg or your wing. o in or er o 

47steinbeck, Tortilla Flat, P• 1 • 

48Metzger, p. 142. 

4 9steinbeck, Tortilla Flat, P• 13. 
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save the poor chicken from a life of misery, Pilon graciously 

kills it and takes it home to the unit for dinner. 

Danny a nd his friends do perform deeds to help each 

other a nd their neighbors, but they function according to 

the customs of their ecological environment, Tortilla Flat. 

Steinbeck's study of the customs and traditions of the 

paisanos is equivalent to the scientist's study of the 

function of animal life in their ecological environment. 

Just as Allee observed and described the instinctive grouping 

of non-colonial animals when their survival is threatened by 

a change in their environment, so Steinbeck also observes 

the paisanos who instinctively f ollow the customs of their 

peop l e when the survival of Tortilla Flat's normally single 

members is threatened. The paisanos are no more aware of 

the significance of their functioning as a group than are 

the lower anima ls in the tidal pool. Sometimes these actions 

are even performed involuntarily. For example, since Danny 

has provided his friends with a home, they must perform 

certain responsibilities for the good of this new unit. 

Danny collects some firewood and tells Pilon that he must 

provide some food for dinner: "'I am getting in debt to 

him,' he thought bitterly. 'My freedom will be cut off. 

Soon I shall be a slave because of this Jew's house.' But 
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he did go out to look for some dinner." 50 It is also the 

custom to share food and drink with friends if they do not 

have it. Upon acquiring two slices of ham, four eggs, and 

a lamb chop, Danny tries to avoid being seen by his old 

friend Pilon because he does not want to share his dinner, 

but when Danny sees Pilon carrying a bottle of wine under 

this coat, Danny speaks to him because he knows that Pilon 

must share his wine with him, and Pilon resigns himself to 

th . . t bl 51 e inevi a e. Similarly when Senora Teresina Cortez, 

her eight children, and her ancient mother, inhabitants of 

Tortilla Flat, are unable to get beans because of an eco

logic a l change, the failure of the bean crops because of a 

drought, Jesus Maria ( a member of the unit) and his friends, 

steal to get food for Teresina and her family: "'Tomorrow 

we shall start,' Pablo explained. 'No more laziness! To 

work! There are things to be done!' [and] Jesus Maria 

felt the gratification of a leader with followers."
52 

At the end of the novel, the organism (Danny and 

his friends) fails to survive. Because their group func

tionings have been instinctive up to this point, they are 

not capable of acting purposefully to save the organism from 

SOi b id., p. 13. 

51 Ibid., pp. 7-8. 

52Ibid., p . 130. 
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extinction. Danny, burdened by his possession, breaks away 

from the members of the group and refuses to stay in the 

house; he even attacks the organism, stealing his friends' 

possessions and selling them in exchange for wine. After 

Danny's last attempt for freedom, he returns to the organism, 

but he no longer functions with the unit: 

In vain the friends tried to draw him from the 
cavern of this apathy. In the mornings, on the porch, 
they told their funniest stories. They reported details 
of the love life of Tortilla Flat so penetrating that 
they would have been of interest to a dissection class. 
Pilon winnowed the Flat for news, and brought home 
every seedling of interest to Danny; but there was 
age in Danny's eyes and weariness. 

In a last attempt to bring Danny back to the unit for the 

survival of the organism, his friends go to work cutting 

squid in order to buy wine for a party to cheer Danny up, 

a n d the nei g hbors contribute. At the party, Danny shakes 

off his apathy, and Steinbeck writes that a historian may 

at some time refer to "Danny's super-human amorous activity 

tha t night" in the following manner: "When any living 

organism is atta cked, its whole function seems to aim toward 

reproduction. 1154 

He (Danny] had grown huge and terrible. _His eyes 
flared like the headlights of an automobile. There 
was something fearsome about him. There he stood, 

53 Ibid., p. 161. 

54Ibid. , p. 168. 
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in the room of his own house. He held the pine 
table-leg in his right hand, and even i t had grown. 
Danny challenged the world.55 

The frightened paisanos refuse to fight Danny and Danny 

exclaims, "Then I will g o out to The One who can fight. I 

56 will find The Enemy who is worthy of Danny!" Danny rushes 

outside where he challenges The Enemy: 

They [the paisanos ] heard his roaring challenge. 
They heard the table-leg whistle like a meteor through 
the air . They heard his footsteps charging down the 
yard. And then, behind the house, in the gulch, 
they heard an answering challenge so fearful and so 
chill that their spines wilted like nasturium stems 
under frost . Even now, when the people speak of 
Danny's Opponent, they lower their voices and look 
furtively about . They heard Danny charge to the fray. 
They heard his last shrill cry of defiance, and then 
a thump. And then silence.57 

Danny is defeated and dies from this encounter. And although 

various critics have speculated about the identity of Danny's 

Enemy, there is no certain answer . Perhaps "The Enemy" is 

society under whose pressures the paisanos cannot survive 

happily. Danny's part in the unit (the house and his friends) 

slowly forces him to become an unwilling part of the unit. 

When the parts must act purposefully for the organism's sur

vival, they must leave the tidal pool and become members of a 

society, directly functioning for the good of that society. 

55 Ibid., p. 169 

56 Ibid., p. 170. 

57Ibid. 
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Danny refuses this role; therefore, he cannot survive 

When Danny (the chief paisano) dies, the organism ca n no 

function: 

Thus must it be, oh, wise friends of Danny. The 
cord tha t bound you together is cut. The magnet 
tha t drew you has lost its virtue. Some stranger 
will own the house, some joyless relat ive of Danny's. 
Better that this symbol of holy friendship, this 
good house of parties and fights, of love and com-
fort, should die as Danny died. • . 58 

Appropriately, Danny's friends burn the house "And after a 

while they turned and walked slowly away, a nd no two walked 

together. 1159 Failing to achieve the higher status of man

kind, they return to their tidal pool existence. 

I f critics feel that Steinbeck is the per sona in 

this nove l, they have failed to distinguish Ricketts' con

cept of non-teleological thinking from Steinbeck's teleo_ 

lo g ical or g oa l-oriented philosophy. The paisanos of 

Tortill a Fl a t live instinctively as do the inferior animals 

of the tidal pool; therefore, they are representa tive of 

Ricke tts' philosophy rather than Steinbeck's. These pai

s a nos f a il to re a ch the level of consciousness which 

Steinbeck describes as man's highest attribute. 

Steinb e ck's concept of group-man as differenti a ted 

from the paisanos' existence as group-animal is developed 

58Ibid., p. 178. 

59 Ibid., p. 179° 
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in In Dubious Battle, Steinbeck's first politic a l novel. 

Levant expl a ins the significance of Steinbeck's idea of 

group-ma n in this novel: 

Steinbeck's conception of group-man is an important 
aspect of this grim development of the novel. Group
man is a collection of individuals, cre a ted in peri ods 
of gre a t tension to function with enormous strength 
as a single orga nism. Group-man is defined by 
analogy with a group of anima l cells. Th e qualifying 
f a ct is tha t group-man is a creature of violence; it 
is formed by and produces violence. Limited as a 
weapon

6 
it is the only effective weapon the strikers 

h ave .6 

In In Dubious Battle, the violence which creates group-man 

is a strike among the migratory farm workers in the app le 

orchards of Cali f orn ia's Torgas Valley . Mac, a veteran 

of the Communist Party, and Jim Nolan, a new and inexperi

enced member of the Party , ar e sent to California to i n cite 

the strike. Ma c and Jim win the confidence and respect of 

the migrant workers, and with the help of Dr. Burton, a 

physician who is not a Party member, they organize the 

f a rmers and build a c a mp on the land of Anderson, a small 

gr ow er , in return for the fruit pickers' harvesting of 

Anderson's apple crop. But later in the novel, Anderson 

evicts the migr ants after vigil a nt e s burn Anderson's b a rn 

and destroy his crop. The strike begins to weaken until Ma c 

60Howard Levant, "The Unity of In Dubious Battle,"· 
in Twent i eth Century Views, ed. Mayna rd Mack (Englewood 
Cli ffs , New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Co., 1972), P• 52. 
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uses the ma n g led body of Jim, who is ambushed and killed by 

vi g il a nt e s, to create the strength of g roup-man. 

Astro says that Steinbeck uses the main cha racters 

i n t h e n ovel to determine the effectivenss of two opposing 

world-views in solving the labor problems in California's 

a gricultur a l v a lleys. Doc Burton, Mac, and Jim have dif

fere nt idea s a bout group-ma n, which they illustra te through 

the ir a ctions a nd dialogue. Doc Burton, a non-teleolo g ic a l 

thinke r, r e pre sents Ed Ricketts even though Steinbeck some

t imes u ses Burton as spokesman for his concept of orga nismal 

biolo gy; "in the ma in the novelist uses Burton in order to 

scr u tiniz e Ricketts' world-view and to analyze the way in 

which i t f unc t io n s (or fails to function) in a difficult 

p olit ica l si tuat ion. 1161 

Doc Burton is a non-teleological thinker wh o, in his 

study of g roup-ma n, wa nts to see the whole picture. Burton 

v o i c es t h i s wi sh in the following manner; "I don't wa nt to 

p ut on t he blinde rs of 'good' a nd 'bad,' and limit my vision. 

I f I us ed t h e t erm ' g ood' on a thing I'd lose my license to 

i nspe ct it, be c a use the r e might be bad in it. Don't you see? 

l 1 t h . "62 B t . I wan t t o be a ble to look a t the w~o e ing . u in 

61 Astro, p . 122. 

6 2John Steinbeck, In Dubious Battle (New York: 
The Viking Press, 1936), p. 130. 
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order to gain this type of perspective, Doc Burton must 

isolate himself from mankind. Mac describes Burton' s view 

of life: "Here 's a couple of fine do gs, good hunting dogs, 

but they're not dogs to Doc, they're feelings. They're dogs, 

to me. And these guy s sleeping here are men, with stoma chs; 

but they're not men to Doc, they're a kind of a collective 

63 Colossus." Des p ite his scientific detachment, Burton's 

view of gro u p -ma n is clearer than that of Mac or Jim: 

They [ g roup- man ] seem to me to be a new i nd ivi d u a l, 
not at al l like si ngle men . A man in a gr oup isn't 
himse lf at al l, he 's a cell in an organism that isn't 
li ke h im a ny more than the cells in y our bo dy are 
li ke you. I want to wa tch the group, and see what 
it's like . Pe ople have said, ' mobs are crazy, y ou 
can't tell wha t they'll do.' Why don't people look 
at mobs not as men, but as mobs? A mob ne a rly always 
seems to act reasonably, for a mob.64 

Whereas Burt on's underst anding of group-ma n is 

c l e a r even though Burton is a lmost inhuman in his obser

va tion, Mac h as no concept of group-ma n a t all. Levant 

d P t d . . l. 65 
desc ri bes Mac as a humanita ri a n un er ar y iscip ine . 

Mac is concerned with improving the state of mankind. When 

Dr. Burton describes his objective view of mankind, Mac 

retali a tes, "How a bout s ocial injustice? The profit system? 

63 rbid., pp. 132-133. 

64Ibi d ., p . 131. 

65 Levant , p. 55. 
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You have to say they're bad. 1166 Unlike Dr. Burton, Mac 

purposefully works for social improvement, but he too has 

a character flaw. Because Mac has no understanding of 

g roup-man, his control over group-man is limited to chance. 

In the beginning of the conflict, Mac succeeds in creating 

gr oup-ma n purely by chance. Upon entering the migrant camp, 

Mac helps the c a mp leader's daughter to deliver her baby. 

During the delivery, Mac asks the migrants to help him; 

the purposefulness of the ende avor creates group-man: "The 

apathy was gone from the men. Sleepers were awakened and 

told, a nd added themselves to the group . A current of 

excitement filled the jungle, but a kind of joyful excite

ment.1167 Although Mac wa s successful, he operated strictly 

on chance: 

Thc:1t was a lucky break. We simply had to take it. 
'C ourse it was nice to he lp the girl, but hell, even 
if it had killed her--we've g ot to use anything ... 
we've g ot the confidence of the men and the confidence 
of London. And mor e than that, we made the men work 
for themselves, in their own defense, as a group. 1 68 

Because of the enormous chances Mac has to take to create 

g roup-man, it 

Ma c will f a il 

is certain that a t some point in the future, 

69 
in his a ttempt to use group-man. 

66steinbeck, In Dubious Battle, P · 130. 

67Ibid ., pp . 50-51 . 
68

Ibid., pp . 53.54. 

69 Leva nt, p. 51 • 
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Ma c is aware of this flaw in his control of g roup

man, but Jim, an inexperienced Party member, is confident 

that he c an co n trol gr oup-man. In his attempt, however, he 

loses his individual indentity and becomes tot a lly abs orbed 

into g roup-ma n. This loss of individua lity rec a lls 

Steinbeck's e a rlier conclusion that group-man c a n be a 

detrimenta l force. Even Mac notices the change that takes 

p l a ce in Jim a s he is more and more absorbed by group-man. 

"You'r e getting beyond me, Jim. I'm getting sc a red 
of y ou. I've seen men like you before. I'm sc a red 
of 'em. Jesus, Jim, I can see you cha nging every 
d ay . I kn ow you're right. Cold thought to fight 
ma dness, I know all that. God Almi ghty, Jim, it's 
not huma n. I'm sc a re of you."70 

Astro exp l a ins Jim's sta te as a blind key ing-into the "big 

a nima l'' of the strike wh ich corresponds to his increasing 

misconceptions about his own needs as well as those of the 

striker s . Astro adds tha t "Neither Mac nor Jim reco gnizes 

tha t ma n , as a thinking, figuring , creative individua l, must 

align himse lf with the pha lanx [ gr oup-ma n] tha t will safe-

t · d. . d 1 · t 71 
g uard r a ther than subver 1n 1v1 ua 1 Y• 

The ma in characters do not seem to be effective in 

controlling the strike because Burton, Mac, and Jim all 

· 1 t ld · s Burton, as a non-teleo-p ossess 1ncomp e e wor -view. 

lo g ic a l thinker , is capable of improving the situa tion, but 

70Steinbeck, In Dubious Ba ttle, P• 249. 

71 As tr o, p. 1 2 5 • 
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he refuses to take part in the conflict. Jim suggests that 

Burton should think only of the end: "Out of all this 

struggle, a g ood thing is going to grow. That mak es it all 

worthwhile. 1172 But in a statement which echoes Ricketts' 

non-teleological idea about the depression, Burton replies 

tha t from his experience, the end does not differ very much 

in its n ature f rom the means. 73 On the other hand, Jim and 

Mac are too involved in the actions of group-man; they f a il 

to think before they act. Astro feels that In Dubious 

Battle "marks a kind of bottom in Steinbeck's political 

. . ,,74 pessimism : 

Whil e Steinbeck believed tha t Ricketts' insights 
could expose the flaws in the closed political system 
of Mac and Jim's Party, he indic a ted that Ricketts' 
world-view, which dismisses any and all analyses of 
final or eff icient causation, is unable to de a l with 
the plight of the politically and economically 
oppressed.75 

Even tho u gh the novel ends on a high note, the creation of 

group-man by the bloody sight of Jim's corpse, the f a ct that 

group-man is controlled by men who p ossess trag ic character 

f l aws makes the outcome of the strike dubious. 

The influence of specific scientific concepts on 

Steinbeck's fiction is evident in these novels, and the 

7 2s teinbeck , In Dubious Battle, p. 230. 

7 3 Astro, p. 122. 

74Ibid. 
75 Ibid. 
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tremendous influence which Ricketts exerted on Steinbeck's 

literary as well as biological skills is also indic ated. It 

is obvious from the fragmentary references to holism, man's 

ethica l paradox, the paleontological rule as applied to man, 

changing domination, and group-man which are present in his 

first novel, Cup of Gold, which he wrote before he met 

Ricketts, that Steinbeck was at least aware of these obser

vations. It is also important to note that Steinbeck had 

taken a summer course in biology in which he became a cquainted 

with Ritter's organismal theory of biology before he wrote 

his first novel. The irresolution in this novel, however, 

which characterizes his tre a tment of holism supports Astra's 

assertion that it was Ricketts' ideas which helped Steinbeck 

develop his concepti on of the whole even though Steinbeck 

continues to adh ere to teleological thinking instead of 

subverting his scientific idea to that of Ricketts' non-

teleological outlook. 

Steinbeck adds a new dimension to his ide as on holism 

in To a God Unknown. It seems that Steinbeck arrived at the 

religious as pect of holism as a result of his observat ion and 

admiration of the personality of Ricketts, who like Joseph 

Wayne in To a God Unknown, did not worship the orthodox 

Deity. Hi s religion is related more closely to pantheism, 

the a bility t o see God in n a ture. 
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Just as Steinbeck allows Ricketts' ideas of non

teleologic a l thinking in Sea of Cortez to be presented with

out debate in Tortilla Flat, Steinbeck relates Ricketts' 

opposition against social progress in the embodiment of the 

paisanos of Tortill a Fl a t. Unfortuna tely, just as in Sea 

of Cortez, Ricketts' views were again attributed to 

Steinbeck. As was previously discussed, however, the results 

of the paisanos' tidal pool existence illustrates Steinbeck's 

b e lief about the ineffectiveness of a society whose inha b

itants function on the same basis as lower species of 

a nima ls. In In Dubious Battle, Steinbeck's adverse re a ction 

to t h e passive acceptance of the non-teleological thinker is 

illustr a ted in a more serious vein. 

The examination of these last three novels written 

prior to Grapes of Wrath indic a tes tha t up to this point 

Steinbeck tend s to use the views of Ricketts r a ther than his 

own. Hi s p resenta tion of the various characters in their 

roles as scientific obs e rvers reflects an experimentation 

with the non-teleological appro a ches. With the publication 

of Gr a pe s of Wr a th there seems to have been a change in the 

p ortraya l of the scientific observer. The following cha pter 

will study selected cha racters to determine this cha nge. 



CHAPTER III 

THE LIFE AND DEATH OF THE 

SCIENTIFIC OBSERVER 

The scientific concepts which are discernible in 

Steinbeck's novels are embodied in his heroes. The f a ct 

that Steinbeck uses the heroes in his novels to voice his 

a bstr a ct ideas gives his novels the objectivity which 

Steinbeck feels is essential for a valid scientific deduc

tion. Although this study has concluded that there are 

certain personality traits which are common to Steinbeck's 

heroes, they are not identical and they are not just proto

types of Steinbeck. Inste a d, some of the heroes appear to 

possess the world-views held by both Steinbeck and Ricketts, 

while others are reminiscent of either Ste i nbeck or Ricketts. 

In developing the different heroes in his novels, Steinbeck 

see ms to use the scientific method, discussed in chap ter 1, 

in a n experiment to test the effectiveness of his own world

view and that of Ricketts' in coping with or adapting to the 

pr obl e ms of ma nkind. The development of the characters in 

Steinbeck's literary works improves in direct relation with 

the development of his scientific concepts. Therefore, his 

f ictional characters become more complete in his later 

58 
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novels as he continues to gather data from his experimen

tation with characters in preceding novels. 

Appropriately, Steinbeck's heroes, like Steinbeck 

and Ricketts, are scientific observers. These characters 

seek an understanding of the whole just as did Steinbeck 

and Ricketts. Ironic ally, these heroes are not usually the 

protagonis t s of the novels; they are usually minor char

acters who observe the reaction of the main characters to 

the basic conflict. They are indicative of Steinbeck's 

idea that the ideal scientist should observe mankind not as 

fellowmen but as scientists who are observing the behavioral 

patterns of an inferior species of animal. In order to 

observe with such a degree of objectivity, these scientific 

observers must alienate themselves from the species which 

they study. Because of this extreme degree of detachment, 

these heroes are often lonely men unable to accomplish a 

feeling of unity; the scientific observer separates himself 

from the whole. 

Lisca has noted that even though Steinbeck's fic -

tional heroes have certain behavior traits which are common, 

these heroes c a n be divided into two different categories: 

those who seek to escape the problems of society and those 
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who seek to improve societal unrest. 1 Merlin, the mystic 

seer of Cambria in Cup of Gold, is a good example of the 

escapist hero in Steinbeck's fiction. Although the char

acter of Merlin lacks the development which Steinbeck later 

gives his heroes, Merlin is the forerunner of Steinbeck's 

scientific observer. Like the later scientific observers, 

he is isolated and lonely. Although Merlin professes to 

have attained some type of contact with the world as a 

result of his failure to reach greatness through his poetry 

and songs, he is a lonely person. But unlike later 

Steinbeck heroes, he is physically isolated; voluntarily 

leaves the world of men and lives alone on a mountain top. 

As is characteristic of the scientific observer, he is 

revered by the common people and looked to as an advisor, 

but he is different and set apart. On the other hand, 

Joseph Wayne, the scientific-observer hero in Steinbeck's 

second published novel, To a God Unknown, is committed to 

helping mankind or society. It is significant that this 

type of hero is portrayed as a Christ figure. Joseph sacri

fices himself in an attempt to alleviate the suffering 

c a used by a drought, but, like Merlin, Joseph is also an 

1Peter Lisca "Escape and Commitment: Two Poles of 
the Steinbeck Hero~ in Steinbeck: The Man and His Work, 
eds. Richa rd Astro' and Tetsumaro Hayashi (Oregon: Oregon 
State University Press, 1972), P• 75. 
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isol a ted person. Although he is not physically cut off from 

his fellow men, Joseph, because of his ability to see the 

whole, is denied even the ability to feel sorrow or joy: 

"Joseph observes that 'Thomas and Burton are allowed their 

likes and dislikes, only I am cut off. I can have no k now

ledg e of any g ood or bad. Even a pure feeling of the dif

ference between pleasure and pain is denied me. 1112 Even 

thoug h Jose p h is physically among his fellow men, he is alone 

a nd "cut off." Unlike Merlin's behavior, however, Joseph's 

se lf-s a crefice to benefit the whole qualifies him in part as 

a Christ figure. On the d ay of their wedding, Elizabeth, his 

wi f e , fe e ls tha t Joseph resembles her concept of Christ, 

a nd s h e finds herself unconsciously worshiping him. La ter, 

Ra ma te lls Eliz a beth tha t Joseph is a godling a nd not a 

man: 3 

I t e ll y ou this man is not a man, unless he is all 
men . The str e n g th, the resista nce, the long a nd 
s tumbling t h inking of a ll men, and all the joy and 
suff e ring , too, c ancelling e a ch other out and yet 
r e ma ining in the contents. He is a ll these, a 
r ep o s i t ory for a little p iece of e a ch man's soul, a nd 
mo re than tha t, a symbol of the e a rth's soul.4 

2John St e inbeck, To a God Unknown (New York: Ba ntam 
Bo ok s, 1960 ), p . 61. 

3Ri c hard Astra, John Steinb ec~ a n d Edwa rd F. Ricketts: 
The Shaping of a Novelist (Minneapolis: The University of 
Mi nne s ota Press, 1973), P· 88. 

4 steinbeck, To a God Unknown, P• 66. 
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In an effort to save the Valley of Nuestra Se.Mra, Joseph 

Wayne commits a sacrificial act commenmorative of Christ's 

sacrifice for the salvation of mankind. Although Merlin 

is aware of the whole for which Joseph gives his life, the 

fact tha t Merlin fails to reach a degree of identity with 

this whole indicates that Joseph's concept of the whole is 

more advanced than Merlin's. And as is true of the later 

Steinbeck heroes, Joseph Wayne's religious nature is more 

fully developed than Merlin's. Joseph does not believe in 

orthodox religion but worships the god of nature, and for 

him the ultimate sin is sterility. It is important to note 

that Joseph Wayne is both a non-teleologist, like Ricketts, 

and a teleologist, like Steinbeck. Joseph reaches the stag e 

of understanding which allows him to evaluate men's behavior 

without judging them and yet when it is necessary, to become 

a functioning part of the whole. These hero-like figures 

in Steinbeck's first two novels are indicative of the heroic 

figures in his later fiction, and Steinbeck's experimentation 

with these scientific observers leads to more complex and 

fully developed characters. 

Astra says that in The Grapes of Wrath (1939), a 

novel dealing with the social and economic distress brought 

on by the American Depression, Steinbeck transfers his well

developed concept of the inherent divinity in nature, which 
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was the central focus of To a God Unknown (1932), "from the 

forest to the farm by maintaining a passionate faith in 

agrarian reform as a solution to the awesome problems caused 

by a depressed American economy. 115 Marks, however, says 

that Steinbeck does not attempt to support a social 

philosophy in The Grapes of Wrath; Steinbeck is not con

cerned with the causes that drive the Oklahomans from their 

land and does not try to show mankind the way out of human 

misery. And yet this book is a novel of social protest 

because it tells of the nature of evil. Warren Beach 

says: 

The best of social philosophies, so far as fiction is 
concerned, is that which comes spontaneously to the 
lips of people trying to figure out a way through 
lif e 's l a byrinth. The best sort of story from the 
point of view of sociology is one that by the very 
natur e of its incidents sets you pondering the most 
fundamental human problems.6 

,' Nevertheless, Steinbeck's positive and conclusive 

at titude toward the concept of divinity in nature is 

reflected in the superb characterization in The Grapes of 

~r a th. Lisca feels that the character development in this 

novel is the high point in Steinbeck's development of the 

5Richa rd Astro, "Steinbeck's Post-War Trilogy : A 
Return to Nature and the Natural Man," in Twentieth Century 
Literature, 16 (1970): 109. 

6Joseph Warren Beach, American Fiction: 1920-1940 
(New York : Russell and Russell, Inc., 1960), p. 328. 
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scientific hero. Jim Casy, the self-made preacher who later 

rejects orthodox religion, is a more complete character 

than Doc Burton of In Dubious Battle. Astro says that The 

Grapes of Wr a th is a sequel to In Dubious Battle even though 

they are separate novels with different characters and sit

uations. The battle in In Dubious Battle is questionable and 

the characters lack direction, but the battle in The Grapes 

of Wrath definitely ends in triumph because of the involve

ment of the scientific hero, Jim Casy. 7 Not only does Casy 

arrive a t an understanding of the whole which is Doc Burton 's 

chief attribute, but Casy also succeeds in improving this 

whole through his direct involvement in the conflict. Astra 

adds tha t "More than any other character in Steinbeck's 

fiction, Casy ..• combines a cosmic idealism with an 

empirical realism designed to meet contemporary social 

needs. 118 

* Unlike previous Steinbeck heroes, Jim Casy overcomes 

his lonely existence. But during the stage in his life when 

Casy attempts to understand the whole, he does experience 

the isol a tion which cha racterizes the scientific observers. 

Casy tells Tom Joad, "'Nobody seen me, ..• I went off 

7Astro, John Steinbeck and Edward F. Ricketts, 

p. 128. 

8 rbid., p. 131. 
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alone, an' I sat and figured. 1119 At this time Casy realizes 

that "'There ain't no sin and there ain't no virtue. There's 

just stuff people do. It's all part of the s a me thing. And 

some of the things folks do is nice, and some ain't nice, 

but tha t's a s f a r as any man got a right to say. ' 1110 Like 

the t y pic a l scientific observer, Casy observes life a nd 

a cce p t s wha t he finds without judging. Casy also arrives a t 

a cl e a r understa nding of the whole which Doc Burton wa s 

awa r e of: 

I g ot thinkin' how we was holy when we was one thing, 
a n' ma nkin' was holy when it was one thing . An' it 
on' y g ot unholy when one mis' a ble little fella got 
the bit in his teeth an' run off his own way, kickin' 
a n' draggin' an' fightin'. Fella like tha t bust the 
holiness . But when they're all workin' together, 
not one f e lla for another fella, but one fella kind 
of h a r n e ss ed to the whole shebang--tha t's right, 
t h a t' s holy .11 

.~The simil a riti es between Jim Casy and Doc Burton as scien-

t i f ic ob se rve r s end at this point. Both men are capable of 

obs e rvi ng ma n from a scientific viewpoint, and both Jim and 

Doc h a v e a lucid understanding of the whole, but Jim Ca sy 

i s a mor e comp lete cha racter than Doc Burton bec a use, in 

As t r o' s wo r d s , "if Doc's hi gh-f alutin ideas go a round in a 

9John Steinbeck, The Gr a pes of Wr a th (New York: The 
Vi k ing Pr e s s , 1939), P • 28. 

10Ibi d ., p. 32 . 

11 Ibid., p. 110. 
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circle, Ca s y 's doctrines i n spire direct soci a l action. 1112 

Jim Casy 's purposeful involvement in the functioning of the 

whole rec a lls Steinbeck's acceptance of the organismal co n 

c ep t of biology , explained in chapter 1, for Ca sy realizes 

t h a t the mi g r ants need a leader a nd guide: "They 's a a rmy 

of us wi thout no h a rness. 1113 

~ Bec a u s e Jim Ca sy is the t yp e of Steinbeck hero who 

commi ts hi mself to resolving social upheaval, he, like 

Jose p h Wayne of To a God Unknown, is a Christ fi gure. Even 

hi s ini t i a l s , "J. C.," are the same as Christ's. Martin 

Shoc k l ey note s tha t just as Jesus withdrew into the wilder

ne s s b e fore h e sta rted his mission, so Casy also comes into 

the book a ft e r he h a s isol a ted himself from mankind in order 

14 to th i nk out his problems. Ca sy says, "here's me, been 

a - g oin' into the widerness like Jesus to try to find out 

s ome p i n 111 •
15 As a r e sult of his isol a tion Jim Ca sy, like 

J es us, r e jects his old reli g ion in f avor of a new one. 

12Astro, John Steinbeck a nd Edwa rd F. Ricketts, 
p . 128. 

13s t ei n beck, The Gr a pes of Wr a th, P• 340. 

14Martin Staples Shockley , "Christian Symbolism in 
The Grapes of Wr a th," in Steinbeck and His Critics: A 
Re cord of Twenty-five Ye a rs, eds. E.W. Tedlock, Jr., a nd 
C. V. Wic ke r (Al buquerque: The University of New Mexico 
Pre s s, 1957), p . 267 • 

1 5s t einbeck, The Grapes of Wr a th, P• 521. 
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His new religion is founded on a love for all people. He 

believes that there is no such thing as sin or virtue; 

whatever people do should be accepted as a part of their 

16 natures. He gives the precepts of his new faith: 

I figgered about the Holy sperit and the Jesus road. 
I figgered, 'Why do we got to hang it on God or Jesus? 
Maybe,' I figgered, 'maybe it's all men an' all women 
we love; maybe tha t's the Holy Sperit--the human 
sperit--the whole shebang. Maybe all men got one 
bi g soul ever'body's a part of.' Now I sat there 
thinkin' it, an' all of a suddent--I knew it. I 
knew it so deep down that it was true, and I still 
know it.17 

Shockley says that Casy "is identified simply and 

directly with Christ, and his words paraphrase the words 

of Jesus, wh o said, 'God is love,' and 'A new commandment 

give I unto you : that ye love one th I II 1 8 ano . er, 

exp l ai ns that the "Holy sperit" is love. 

Casy 

It is significant that when Casy first emerges to 

take an active part in support of the migrants, he is 

referred to as Reverend Casy; the word "reverend" connotes 

a religious leader. In a confrontation between the migrants 

and some deputies, one of the deputies shoots a migrant 

woman, a nd Casy helps disarm the deputy: "The deputy, 

sitting on the ground, raised his gun aga in, and then, 

16Ibid., PP • 31-32. 

17Ibid., PP• 32-33. 

1 8 Shockley, P• 267. 
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suddenly, from the group of men, the Reverend Casy stepped. 

He kicked the deputy in the neck and then stood b a ck as 

th h 1 d . t " 11 1 9 e e a vy man crump e in o unconsciousness. Shortly 

after this incident, Casy takes the blame and goes to jail 

for Tom, whom the deputy saw trip him: "C a sy grinned at 

him. 'Somebody got to take the blame. They' 11 jus' 

20 
p ut me in j a il an' I ain't doin' nothing but set aroun'." 

J\Casy seems to pra ctice Steinbeck's belief tha t philosophy 

without purposeful action is useless. He sacrifices himself 

to save the Jo ad family and in this religiously symbolic 

act takes the sins of others upon himself. Ma rks notes that 

"When Casy le a ves the Joad family (the microcosm), he 

becomes a spokesman for the family of man (the macrocosm). 1121 

Ca sy's role as a Christ figure is completed when he 

is murdered by a vigilante as he takes part in a strike to 

better conditions for the migrant families. His last words 

a re "You don' know what you're a-doin 1
•

1122 Shockley points 

out tha t as they crucified Jesus, He said, "Father forgive 

23 
them; they know not what they do." Unlike Doc Burton in 

19steinbeck, The Gr a pes of Wr a th, P• 361. 

20ibid., pp. 362-363. 

21 Ma rks, p. 78. 

22Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath, P· 527. 

23shockley, P• 268. 
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In Dubious Battle, Jim Casy is a good teacher and he suc

ceeds in te a ching Tom Joad so that after Casy's death, Tom, 

Casy's disciple, carries on Casy's work and philosophy just 

as Jesus' disciples kept Jesus' philosophy alive. 

When Casy is in jail, he discovers a solution to 

the migrant's problem, and he passes his philosophy on to 

Tom Joad: 

"It's need that makes all the trouble. I ain't g ot 
it worked out. Well, one day they give us some beans 
that was sour. One fella started yellin', an' 
nothin' happened. He yelled his head off. Trusty 
come along an' looked in an' went on. Then another 
fella yelled. Well, sir, then we all got yellin'. 
And we all got on the same tone, an' I tell you 
it jus' seemed like that tank bulged an' give and 
swelled up. By God! Then somepin happened! They 
come a-runnin', and they give us some other stuff 
to eat--give it to us. Ya see? 11 24 

~-Casy le a rns tha t if all the migrants work together to better 

their conditions (group-man), they can force a change. Casy 

starts a strike to accomplish this feat and tries to con

vince Tom Joad and his family to take part in the strike. 

Tom explains that his family's preoccupation with their own 

personal needs would prevent them from joining the strike. 

Casy is aware of the limited vision of the Joad family and 

adds, 111 I wisht they could see it. I wisht they could see 

the on'y way they can depen' on their meat. 
I 1125 

24steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath, pp. 521-522. 

25 Ibid., p. 524. 

At 
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first Tom does not understand Ca sy's ideas, but in the 

scene where Tom tells his mother goodbye and explains why 

he has to go, Tom attests to Casy's influence upon his life: 

Guess who I been thinkin' about? Casy! He talked a 
lot. Used ta bother me. But now I been thinkin' what 
he s a id, a n' I can remember--all of it. Says one time 
he went out in the wilderness to find his own soul, 
an ' he foun' he didn' have no soul tha t was his'n. 
Says he foun' he jus got a little piece of a great big 
soul. Says a wilderness ain't no good, 'cause his 
little piece of a soul wasn't no good' less it wa s 
with the rest, a n' wa s whole. Funny how I remember. 
Didn' t h ink I was even listenin'. But I know now a 
fella ain't no good alone.26 

Tom r es olves to do like Casy and te a ch the migr a nts to "All 

work t ogether for our own thing--all farm our own lan'."
2

7 

Shockley says that it is at this point that Tom becomes 

Casy ' s disciple: "He [Tom] has learned from his master, and 

now he t akes up his master's work. Two of Jesus's disciples 

we re named Thomas. 1128 Also earlier in the novel, Ma com

ments on Tom's singular personality: "They's some folk's 

tha t's jus t theirself an' 

y ou do i s more'n you. 

nothin' more ••.• Ever'thing 

Y I k f 1129 I . ou re spo e or. n 

r esponse to his mother's concern that the might be killed as 

Ca sy wa s, Tom repeats Ca sy's ide a tha t if he should die, 

"Then it don' matter. Then I'll be all aroun' in the dark. 

26 Ibid., p. 570. 

28 Shockley, p. 269. 

27 Ibid. , p. 571 • 

29steinbeck, The Gr a pes of Wr a th, p. 482. 
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I'll be ever'where-- wherever you look. • An' when our 

folks eat the stuff they raise an' live in the houses they 

build-- why I' 11 be there. 1130 Tom realizes he is talking 

like Casy, and Shockley remarks that "The One that Casy 

talked like said, 'Lo, I am with you always.' 1131 

In contrast to the willful action of Jim Casy and 

Tom Joad to help the migrants, Steinbeck also depicts 

several incidents which illustrate the results of an indi

vidual's or a group's failure to function purposefully for 

the resolution of adversities. Marks states that Muley 

Graves, an Okie who refuses to leave his land and adjust to 

new conditions, represents" a type of man doomed to 

extinction. Even his name suggests his symbolic role: 

Muley (obstinate), and Graves (the resting place of the 

dead). 1132 Similarly, when the Joad family moves into a 

go v ernment c a mp which provides them with all the conven

iencies they desire, the family becomes soft, and had Ma 

not intervened, they would have stayed in the camp despite 

the fact that there was no more work, and yet the family was 

in d a nger of starving to de a th. Both instances recall 

JOibid., p. 572. 

31 shockley, P• 269. 

32Ma rks, p. 71 • 
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'4 Steinbeck's belief or concept as quoted by Marks that if 

group-man is to survive, it "must be more than just so many 

cells joined to form a mindless, mechanistic 'animal ;' it 

must be instead, a body united by a common will to survive, 

but nevertheless composed of men who keep their separate iden-

t ·t· 1133 1 ies. 

* Marks also points out that whereas in the previous 

novels Steinbeck makes distinctions between the group, the 

leader, and hero, in The Grapes of Wrath Steinbeck merges 

these three . The group-man in this instant has a conscious 

will and has leaders who come from within the group. 

Because the group provides and teaches its own leaders , if 

one leader fai ls, another takes his place. For example, 

when the men of the migrant families, who are the tradi

tional leaders, lose confidence and faith , leaders "like 

Ma Joad, trained by years of suffering hardships silently, 

are prepared to hold the family gr oup together until the 

men are once again ready to assume responsibility.
1134 

Also, 

the leader of the group now possesses "the ability to view 

life with non-teleological calmness, with 'the love and 

understanding of instant-acceptance' which le a ds, not to 

t .f ·t but to wi·se and considered act ivity.
1135 

s 1 ling passivi y, 

33 Ibid., p . 75. 

35 Ibid . 

34Ibid., p . 76. 
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Previously this ability was realized only in the person of 

the biolo g ic a l hero or scientific observer. The following 

description of Ma Joad is suggestive of the disposition of 

Steinbeck's scientific observer: "Her full 'f a ce was not 

soft ; it was controlled, kindly. Her hazel eyes seemed to 

have experienced all possible tragedy and to have mounted 

p a in and suffering like steps into a high calm and a super

human understanding. 1136 In the final process of this mer g ing 

of characters, Steinbeck provides circumsta nces which c a use 

Jim Casy, an outsider, to become a part of the group. Marks 

believes that the extreme spiritual dimension given to this 

particular hero is Steinbeck's method to distinguish Casy 

the hero from Ma Joad the leader. Because Ma Joad possesses 

many of the qua lities which Steinbeck heroes have, Steinbeck 

has to add an extra dimension to separate the i dentity of 

his hero from tha t of the le ade r-figure. As a lre a dy indi

c a ted, Casy pr ogresses beyond the limit of former Steinbeck 

heroes. In Mark ' s words , 11 he j o ins the group , i mm er s es 

himself in the vital activity of the migr ants, [and] decides 

th 1137 M k 1 d to tr a vel with them wherever ey g o. a r scone u es: 

Ma emerges to leadership from within the_group! 
becoming the ide a l le a der because she brings w~th her 
the pragmatism born of her ye a rs of hard experience, 

36Steinbeck, The Gr a pes of Wr a th, p. 100. 

37Ma rks, pp. 77-78° 
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and because she finds a great vision of human dignity; 
Casy descends into the group, moving 'from the purely 
speculative to the p~agmatic. 1 38 

More than any other Steinbeck hero, Casy attains a level 

of existence far above the tidal pool existence of life. 

However, in his next published novel, Cannery Row 

(1945), Steinbeck returns to the type of hero who seeks 

to esc a pe from the problems of society. Richa rd Astra 

attributes this change in Steinbeck's philosophy to "the 

harsh reality of World War II [which] . . convinced him of 

the inefficacy of agrarianism as a solution to any serious 

soci a l and economic problems. 1139 Lisca relates Steinbeck's 

persona l wa r experiences which help contribute to the change 

in attitude. Steinbeck, acting as a war correspondent for 

the New York Her a ld Tribune, went to Europe in the spring of 

1943 on a troopship. Steinbeck sent back reports from 

England, from Algiers, and from the Italian front. These 

re p orts were basically human interest stories which reflected 

the hopes, fears, and activities of the soldiers. Sometimes 

these reports were written in the form of short stories, and 

a t other times they dealt with the dreadfulness of war--

" ' a small Itali a n girl in the street with her stomach blown 

38 Marks, p. 78. 

39Astro, "Steinbeck's Post-War Trilogy,'': 109. 
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out. ' 1140 Astro contends tha t while Ricketts' non-teleo

lo g ic a l philosophy of instant accepta nce through under

sta nding enab l e d Ricketts to not only accept the horrors of 

wa r but a lso to write about them, Steinbeck's goal-oriented 

phi loso phy of the organismal conception prevented Steinbeck 

from re a ching a similar degree of acceptance. Therefore, 

Cannery Row is Steinbeck's personal way of escap ing from the 

41 wa r. In Cannery Row as in Tortilla Fl a t, Steinbeck aga in 

devot es h is novel to a society of "drop-outs." But Lisca 

notes tha t "whereas the author of Tortilla Flat h a d accepted 

its inha bitants with an amused, slightly toniue-in-cheek air, 

the a uthor of Cannery Row several times steps sta ge front to 

prose l ytize his re a ders. 1142 However, Astro contends tha t 

there is a difference in the personae of these two novels. 

The diff e ring world-views of Steinbeck and Ricketts explain 

the different tone s, for Astro feels tha t the desire to take 

part in "the hot t aste of life" or to become a passive part 

o f the whole is suggestive of Ricketts' "quest for dimension 

4 oPeter Lisc a , "John Steinbeck: A Litera ry Biogra
phy " in Steinbeck and His Cri t ics: A Record of Twent -five 
l e a ;s, e d s . E.W. Tedlock, Jr.,_ a nd C. V. Wicker Albuquer
q ue: The University of New Mexico Press, 1957), p . 16. 

41Astro, John Steinbeck and Edward F. Ricketts, pp. 

1 58-159. 

42Li sca , "Escape and Commitment," p. 84. 
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a nd tone" and that by using Ricketts as the persona, 

Steinbeck is able to examine or observe the pitfalls which 

the seeker encounters. 43 

Doc, the marine biologist in Cannery Row, is a 

replica of Ed Ricketts. Therefore, the scientific observer 

in this particular novel illustrates Ricketts' biological 

philosophy . In fact, Howard Levant notes that the structure 

of the novel itself is determined by "is" thinking. However, 

by attributing the sections on non-teleological thinking in 

the 12..g to Steinbeck, Levant mistakenly assumes that 

Steinbeck champions the philosophy of the non-teleologist 

when in reality it is Ricketts' conviction which Steinbeck 

illustra tes. Of course, there are some concepts on which 

both Ricketts and Steinbeck agree as stated earlier in the 

study. Both Ricketts and Steinbeck are scientific observers; 

therefore, they share characteristics of a scientist. 

Doc, like the previous scientific observers, is a 

detached and lonely citizen of Cannery Row: "In spite of 

his frie ndliness and his friends Doc was a lonely and a 

set-apart man. 1144 Ma ck, one of the inhabitants of Cannery 

Row is aware of Doc's deta chment: 

4 3Astro, John Steinbeck and Edward F. Ricketts, 

p. 1 60. 

44John Steinbeck, Cannery Row (New York: The 
Viking Press, 1945), p. 91. 
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When the lights were on and the curtains drawn 
and the Gregorian music played on the great ph~no
gra ph, Mack used to look down on the laboratory from 
the Palace Flophouse. He knew Doc had a girl in 
there, but Mack used to get a dreadful feeling of 
loneliness out of it. Even in the dear close contact 
with a girl Mack felt tha t Doc would be lonely.45 

Like Merlin in Cup of Gold, Doc is looked up to by the 

people of Cannery Row as an advisor, but he observes the 

people with the type of coolness characteristic of a scien

tific observer. In the following passage, Levant describes 

Doc's relationship with the denizens of Cannery Row: 

Despite a kindly underst a nding, Doc is a deta ched, 
essentially lonely obs e rver of the good life. He 
is particularly detached -- socially, economically, 
and intellectually -- from Mack and the boys. He 
has unusual guests, he pays Mack and the boys for 
work •.• but when he praises them he looks down 
on them from his laboratory windows. They are 
interesting to him, as everyone is, but his inter
est in them is much like that he pays to the 
specimens he finds in the tida l pools.46 

Similarly, Hedgpeth stat es tha t Doc's intere s t in communi

cating with people is characteristic of Ricketts. Hedgpeth 

refers to Ricketts' notebook entry as verification: "Re my 

concern over the deep things in sex or love or friendship 

or thinking or esthetics not being communic a ted: It gives 

me a feeling of wa st e , of futility, when I have the s park 

45 Ibid. 

4 6Howard Levant The Novels of John Steinbeck: A · 
Critic a l Study (Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 

1974), p . 178. 
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and cannot communicate it. 1147 In other words, it is Doc's 

inability to "break through to the deep thing" which causes 

his frustrations. Importantly it is Mack and his friends 

who finally help Doc to ac h ieve the degree of wholeness 

which he wishes to experience. 

Ricketts and Steinbeck's concept of the ethical 

para dox of man is the basis for Doc's glorification of Mack 

a nd the boys. He refers to them as "the Beauties, the 

Virtues, the Gr a ces." Doc recounts the basis of this con

c ep t in a discussion with his friend Richard Frost: 

'The thing s we admire in men, kindness and generosity, 
opennes s , honesty, understanding a nd feeling are the 
concomitants of failure in our system. And those 
tr a its we detest, sharpness, greed, acquisitiveness, 
meanness, egotism, and self-interest are the traits 
of success. And while men admire the qua lity of 
the first they love the produce of the second. 1 48 

Bec a use Ma ck and the boys do not strive for success or 

wealth, they a re the truly pure or saintly people. They can 

safely cling to the values of honesty and understanding 

which men admire. Like Doc, Ricketts feels that these 

qualities are worth preserving. The possible corruption of 

these qua lities in the Mexican Indians is the reason Ricketts 

47Joel W. Hedgpeth, "Philosophy on Cannery Row," in 
Steinbeck: The Man and His Work, eds. Richard Astro and 
Tetsuma ro Hayashi (Corvallis: Oregon Sta te University 
Press, 1971), p. 103. 

48steinbeck, Cannery Row, P• 131° 
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opposed Steinbeck's The Forgotten Vill a ge, which a dvocated 

social progress for these people. Ricketts idealizes natural 

man r a ther than civilized modern man, and although Steinbeck 

may share Doc's admiration of the life-style of Mack and the 

boys, Steinbeck does not view this life-style as effective 

in a chieving happiness in the world. Mack and the boys show 

Doc and Ricketts' view of the ideal state of man's existence. 

Steinbeck illustr a tes the imp racticality of Doc 

and Mack's esc a pe from society because the outside world 

is distrustful of their peculiar life-styles. As much as 

Doc loves true things, in the outside world he has to lie 

a bout his a ctivities. Steinbeck rel a tes a true incident of 

Ricketts' hike through Indiana, Kentucky, North Ca rolina, 

Ge orgi a , a nd Florida in Cannery Row as one of Doc's experi

ences with the outside world. Doc tries to expl a in the true 

re a son f or his walk to the people he encounters: "He said 

h e was nervous and besides he wanted to see the country, 

smell the ground and look at the grass and birds and trees, 

to savor the country . . !149 But Doc soon discovers that 

that the people ridicule and suspect him: "And so he 

stopped try ing to tell the truth. He said he was doing it 

on a bet --tha t he stood to win a hundred doll a rs. Everyone 

49Ibid., p . 94. 



80 

liked him then and believed him. 1150 Doc's non-teleological 

philosophy of doing things for no specific purpose is 

rejected by the outside world, and he has to create a teleo

lo g ic a l answer in order to survive in the world. Similarly, 

Mack c a nnot survive in the outside world. In fact, he comes 

to Cannery Row because he is not accepted anywhere else. In 

Cannery Row he c a n live an aimless life and devote his time 

to maki~g the boys laugh. Richa rd Frost, who represents the 

outside world, sees Mack and the boys not as the "Virtues, 

Graces and Be a uties" but as men who are unsuccessful in 

their aim for wealth and success. Doc and Mac and the boys 

survive a nd triumph in Cannery Row, but their escapist 

phi lo sophy is not tenable anywhere else. 

Unlike Jim Casy, who finds h is answer to a complete 

life in the active defense of the migrants, Doc's friends 

help Doc reach his personal level of attainment by g iving 

him a surprise party. This party is the impetus for most of 

the a ction of the novel a nd symbolizes Doc's bre akthrough 

to the deep thing. When Doc inadvertently discovers that 

Mack and the boys are giving him a party "His re a ction to 

the idea was not simple. He felt a great warmth that they 

should want to give him a p a rty, and a t the same time he 

SOibid., p. 950 
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quaked inwardly remembering the last one they had given. 11 51 

Signific a ntly, Doc must contribute to the surprise party to 

make it a success. In order to break through to the deep 

thing, one must become involved with the subjects of one's 

previously detached observation. When Mack and the boys try 

to arrange the first party without Doc's help, the results 

are disastrous. Everyone in Cannery Row contributes some

thing to this party. The morning after the party, re a lizing 

that he h as experienced the "hot taste of life" or the deep 

thing which he desired, Doc says: 

"Even now, 
I know that I have savored the hot t a ste of life 
Lifting green cups and gold at the great feast 
Just for a small a nd a for g otten t ime 
I have had full ~n my eyes of my.girl 1152 
The whitest pouring of eternal light--

Doc q uotes the stanza from the Sanskrit poem "Black Mari

g old s " to commemorate his breakthrough. But Doc seems to 

realize that the natural existence of the denizens of Ca nnery 

Row will soon become extinct when they are confronted by the 

interfer ences of t he outside world: "He [Doc] wiped his 

eyes with the b a ck of h is hand .... And behind the glass 

the rattlesnakes lay still and stared into space with their 

53 
dusty f r owning eyes." 

51 Ibid., P· 156. 

52 Ibid., p. 1 81 . 

53 Ibid. 
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In The Wayward Bus (1947), published two years after 

Cannery Row, Steinbeck develops the characters who make up 

a modern world which threatens the existence of the natural 

life-style exemplified in Cannery Row. This writer agrees 

with Peter Lisca that the Steinbeck hero or scientific 

observer in this novel does not fit the classification of 

either escapist or committant to society: unlike the 

characters in Steinbeck's previous novels, the characters 

in The Wayward Bus have no permanent goal or adversity to 

uni t e them. 54 Just as Steinbeck predicts in his discussion 

of the paleontological rule that over ornamentation precedes 

extinction, modern society or civilization in this novel, 

re p resented by specific character-types, has re a ched this 

point. Similar to the degenerated state of Panama in Cup 

of Gold, the passengers on the wayward bus are the inhab

itants of a materialistic world. At this time Steinbeck's 

growing pessimism about American life is reflected in the 

cha ract e r of the scientific observer. Even though Juan 

Chicoy (whose initials are the same as Jim Casy's) retains 

most of the characteristics of the scientific observer, he 

does not h ave the ability to observe without judging 

the behavior of his passengers. Juan Chicoy falls victim 

54Li s c a , "Es cape and Cammi tmen t, 11 p. 86. 
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to the warp or fault which Steinbeck admits sometimes 

develops in even the best of scientific observers. 

Juan shares the religious convictions of the pre

vious scientific observers, for like Joseph Wayne, "it 

[religion] had little to do with religion as connected with 

the church and dogma, and much to do with religion as 

memory and feeling. 1155 On the dashboard of his bus, Juan 

carries a metal Virgin of Guadalupe, and beside this fi gure 

there are also a Smith and Wesson 45-caliber revolver, an 

unopened pint of whisky, a vial of lavender smelling salts, 

and a roll of bandage. Steinbeck describes Juan's religion 

not as mystical but "practical." Although there is no 

explicit statement about Juan Chicoy's isolation from his 

fellow men, Steinbeck does mention Juan's uni que person-

ality wh ich sets him above most men: II . he [Juan] was 

a man, and there aren't many of them, as Alice Chicoy had 

found out. There aren't very many of them in the world, as 

56 
everyone finds out sooner or later." Like Doc in Cannery 

Row and Doc Burton in In Dubious Battle, Juan does not see 

the subjects of his study as men but rather as specimens. 

Alice Chicoy, Juan's wife, notices tha t when Juan punishes 

55John Steinbeck, The Wayward Bus (New York: The 
Viking Press, 1947), p. 20. 

56Ibid., p. 6. 



84 

her for he r fits of temper, he hits her with no more concern 

than he would g ive to some pest or insect which had annoyed 

h i m. Unlike his wife, Juan has fantastic powers of spec-

ulat ion: " he [Juan] could shut everything out a nd 

look a t each thing in rel a tion to the other. Things of 

v ar ious sizes and imp orta nce. 1157 As is characteristic of 

the scientific observer, Juan observes individua l life as 

the part of a whole or larger p icture. 

She [Alice] knew he was seeing her, not as an angry 
woma n who d a rkened the world, but as one of thous a nds 
of a ngry women to be studied, inspected, and, yes, 
eve n enjoyed. This wa s the cold, lonely horror to 
h er . Juan blotted out the universe to her and she 
sensed tha t she blotted out nothing to him. He 
could see not only around her but through her to 
something else.58 

Because it i s Juan's observation of his wife and the pas 

sengers on his bus which tempts him to esc ape or run away 

fr om his res p ons ibilities, it is important to study these 

representa tives of the material world. In The Waywa rd Bus, 

Jua n Chicoy, the bus driver, tries to overcome the 

ob stacl es whi ch he meets during a r a in storm to get his 

passengers to San Juan de la Cruz (Saint John of the Cross). 

Li s c a p l a ce s these passeng ers into three cate g ories: 

57Ibid., p. 35. 

58Ibid. 

"the 
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damned, those in purgatory, and the saved or elect." 59 

Mr. Pritchard, Mrs. Pritchard, Alice Chicoy, Norma, and 

Van Brunt are the damned. 

Mr. Pritchard is a businessman, and the description 

of Mr. Pritchard recalls the businessmen with ulcers who 

regard Mack and the boys as "no-goods, and blots-on

the-e a rth." Pritchard is a hypocritic a l and dishonest man 

who deludes himself by calling his dishonesty "good 

business." He also has a limited perception of the world 

in which he lives: 

Mr. Pritchard wa s a businessman, president of a 
me dium-sized corporation. He was never alone. His 
business was conducted by groups of men who worked 
a like, thought alike, and even looked alike. His 
lunches were with men like himself who joined in 
clubs so that no foreign element or idea could 
enter.60 

Mrs. Pritcha rd is a self-centered woman who uses 

her childlike and seemingly innocent appearance to use 

people: 

Her mouth was rather wilted and childlike, soft, and 
without a great deal of character. She talked very 
little but had in her own group gained a reputation 
for go odness and for sagacity; the first by saying 

59Peter Lisca, "The Wayward Bus--A Modern Pil g rim
age ," in Steinbeck and His Critics: A Record of Twenty-five 
Year s, edited by E.W. Tedlock, Jr. and C. V. Wicker 
(Al buquerque, New Mexico: The University of New Mexico 
Press, 1957), p . 283. 

60Steinbeck, The Waywa rd Bus, pp. 39-40. 
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only nice things about people . and the second 
by never expressing a general idea of any kind ... 
She met the ideas of other people with a quiet smile, 
almost as though she forgave them for having ide a s. 
The truth was that she didn't listen.61 

Mrs. Pritcha rd has a physical defect c alled a nun's hood 

which prevents her from enjoying sexual relations and 

suffers from a condition requiring that a doctor a rtifi

cially neutralize her body acids before she can conceive 

children. She feels that her conditions are normal "and 

a ny variation of them abnormal and in bad taste." She 

"controlled and gradually strangled" her husband's sexual 

desires "until he himself believed he was reaching an age 

whe n such things did not matter.
1162 

Mrs. Pritcha rd uses 

her terrible migraine headaches to keep her husband a nd 

daughter in line, a nd Steinbeck says that she is " a very 

powerful woman." 

Alice Chicoy, Juan's wife, is also a self-centered 

person . She is interested in events or people only in 

relation to herself. Although Juan can see the who le 

picture, "All relations and a ll situations to Alice were 

person-to-person thing s in which she and the other were 
63 

huge a nd a ll others were removed from the e a rth." 

61 Ibid., P • 62 . 

62 Ibid., P • 63. 

63 Ibid., p. 35. 
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Steinbeck goes on to explain that "Alice was big in herself 

and everyone else was very little, everyone, that is, except 

Juan. But, then, he was an extension of herself. 1164 Lisca 

says that Alice's hatred of the common housefly is symbolic 

of her lack of ecological orientat ion, 65 for "In a world 

that 

were 

was not easy for Alice to bear or to understand, flies 

66 
the final and malicious burden laid upon her." 

Norma , the waitress in the Chicoy's restaurant, is a 

plain g irl whose entire life is a daydream: "Norma wa s even 

more submerged than an iceberg. Only the tiniest part of 

Norma showed above the surface. For the greatest and most 

beautiful part of Norma lay behind her eyes, sealed and pro

tected.1167 Her secret love is Clark Gable and she dreams that 

one d a y he will come into the restaurant and realize that she 

is his woman. Norma's experiences in love-making have been 

limited to "a series of wrestling matches, the aim of which 

was to keep her clothes on in the back seat of a car. So 

f a r she h a d won by simple concentration. She felt that 

Mr. Ga ble not only would not do things like tha t, but 

68 
wouldn't like them if he heard about them." Every night 

64Ibid. , p . 89. 

65Peter Lisca, "The Wayward Bus--A Modern Pilgrim

age," pp . 283-284. 

66Steinbeck, The Wayward Bus, P• 8. 

67 Ibid., p. 50. 
68

Ibid., pp. 10-11. 
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Norma wears a gold-filled wedding ring to bed, but in the 

morning, she keeps it locked up in her suitcase. 

Van Brunt is the most extreme example of the damned 

because he is ne a r death. He is a n old man who has experi

enced two light strokes which caused him to lose his a bility 

to re ad and de ad ened the feeling in his left hand. He knows 

tha t the next stroke "would flash through his body, a nd if 

it didn't kill him, it would numb out all feeling. Knowing 

it made him angry, angry a t everyone. Physic a l hatred of 

everyone a round him crowded in his throat.
1169 

He had suddenly re a chieved powerful desires. He was 
pantingly drawn toward young women, even little g irls. 
He couldn't keep his eyes and his thoughts from them, 
and in the midst of his sick desires he would burst 
into tears. He was afraid, as a child is afraid of 
a strange house.70 

He masks his true sexual desires with an overly self

ri ghteous attitude. As a result of his anxieties and phy

sic a l pa ins, Va n Brunt is so irritable tha t all of his 

friends h a ve deserted him. 

Pimples, Jua n's apprentice mechanic, and Mildred, 

the Pritcha rds' daughter, are those in purgatory. Lisca puts 

them in this c a tegory because, unlike the damned, they have 

71 
pro gressed from their former state. Pimples Ca rson, 

72Ibid., p. 286. 

73Steinbeck, The Wa yward Bus, P• 17. 

74Ibi d ., p. 66. 
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like Norma, lives a life created by the illusions of 

"advertising slogans and cliches of the 'You too can be 

successful' type. 1172 Pimples plans to take a correspondence 

course in radar engineering. He at present is experiencing 

the problems of adolescence: 

His whole system and his soul were a particularly 
violent battleground of adolescence. His concupis
cence was constant, and when it was not directly and 
openly sexual it would take to channels of melancholy, 
of deep and tearful sentiment, or of a strong and 
musky religiosity. His mind and his emotions were 
like his face, constantly erupting, constantly raw 
and irritated.73 

But Pimples' condition is temporary and will disappear at 

the end of his adolescence. Also Pimples is a good appren

t ice mechanic, and Juan shows his confidence in Pimples by 

le a ving him in charge when he leaves the bus, presumably to 

seek help. 

Mildred, like Pimples, also shows signs of over-

coming her present personality problems. She does not 

suffer from her mother's physical conditions and she enjoys 

sex: "She had experienced two consummated love affairs 

which gave her great satisfaction and a ste a dy longing for 

74 
a relationship that would be constant." Although Mildred 

7 2 Ibid., p. 286. 

73Steinbeck, The Wayward Bus, P• 17. 

74Ibid., p. 66. 
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has not yet reached the honest acceptance of her sexual 

desires which Juan Chicoy illustrates, she is well on her 

way. At first Mildred's home environment stunted her 

natural growth: 

An early attempt on Mildred's part to share her 
strong ecstasies with her mother and to receive 
confirmation had met with a blankness, a failure 
to comprehend, which hurled Mildred back inside 
herself. For a long time she didn't try to con
fide in anyone, feeling that she was unique and 
that all other women were like her mother.75 

Fortunately, Mildred's experiences in college helped her 

overcome her home atmosphere, and "Now Mildred kept her 

own counsel, thought her own thoughts, and waited for the 

time when death, marriage, or accident would free her from 

76 her parents." 

Ernest Horton, a salesman, and Camille Oaks, a 

blond striptease dancer, comprise the category of the saved. 

Lisc a also lists Juan Chicoy in this category, but this 

writer feels tha t although Ernest and Camille are saved 

because they exhibit Juan's non-teleological view of life, 

Juan is ab ove both of them and should be kept separate from 

them. Juan Chicoy is the only character upon whom the rest 

of the passengers depend for survival. When Juan le aves 

75 Ibid., p. 67. 

76 Ibid. 
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the bus stuck in the mud, the passengers resort to caves 

for protection and to pies for food. 

Juan's judgment of previous life-styles disturbs 

him and gives him a desire to escape from a world composed 

of these pitiful specimens. He makes a deal with the Virgin 

of Guadalupe: 

I am putting this in your hands. I am in this road 
not of my own volition. I have been forced here by 
the wills of these people who do not care anything 
for me or for my safety or happiness, but only for 
their own plans ..•. I am leaving it to you, and 
I will know your will. If the bus mires down so 
that ordinary work will get me out and proceed, 
I will get it out ...• But if you, in your wisdom, 
wish to give me a sign by dropping the bus into the 
mud up to the a xles, or sliding it off the road into 
a ditch •.• I will know you approve of what I 
want to do. Then I will walk away. Then these 
people c an take c a re of themselves.77 

Juan, however, gets so tired of his petty, querulous passen

gers, that he purposefully bogs the bus down in some mud 

and leaves the passengers, telling them that he has gone 

to get help. Juan decides to escape, but he does not "feel 

g ood about it now. Not the way he thought he would. It 

t free. 1178 
didn't seem as good or as pleasan or as 

Unli ke the past Steinbeck heroes who are escapists, 

Juan has no specific direction for his escape. Even though 

Steinbeck provides many detailed passages of the beauty of 

nature, Juan does not look to nature for an answer to his 

77Ibid., pp. 221-222. 
78 Ibid., p. 241. 
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unrest. Juan , having no better alternative, returns to 

the b us. Juan's return is not one of commitment but rather 

of resignation. During Juan's absence, the passengers have 

experienced incidents which have forced them to recognize 

their own personal faults and weaknessess. When Juan returns 

to the bus, all of the passengers, except Van Brunt and Mrs. 

Pritchard, work together and get the bus started again. 

This is the only time that the passengers have to work 

together for a purpose. Therefore, although the bus does 

enter Sa n Jua n de La Cruz, the members of the d amned will 

prob a bly resume their lives of hypocrisy and self-deception. 

Antonia Sexias c a lls The Wayward Bus "a biting 

social commentary. The people whom Steinbeck deals with 

in this novel are typic a l Americans, not bums, Okies, or 

migr a nt workers": 

These are people we see around us every d ay , caught 
as we all are caught in traps of our own making--our 
hypocritical beliefs, our shallow drea~s drawn from 
movies magazine ads, a nd success stories. Here we 

' O . f • d are in our various ways taking re uge in our ream 
worids.79 

79Antonia Sexias, "John Steinbeck and the Non
teleological Bus," in Steinbeck and His Critics: A 
Record of Twenty-five Years, eds. E.W. Tedlock and C. V. 
Wic ker (Albuquerque: The University of New Mexico Press, 

1 95 7), p. 279. 
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Even though Steinbeck draws a bleak picture of Americans, 

there is some element of hope in the novel, for there are 

people like Ernest Horton and Camille Oaks in this society 

and people like Mildred Pritchard and Pimples Carson, who 

show definite signs of developing a concern for others. 

More importantly there are also men like Juan Chicoy who 

sometimes may give up hope for mankind's redemption but 

always return to help keep this old and battered world on 

the right road. 

In Steinbeck's last novel, The Winter of Our 

Discontent, Steinbeck's attitude about American society is 

even more pessimistic than that expressed in The Wayward 

Bus. The continued moral disintegration of American society 

thoroughly dishe a rtened Steinbeck. Again, the scientific 

observer is not an escapist nor is he committed to society. 

Unlike Juan, Ethan Hawley, the scientific observer of this 

novel, is corrupted by the materialism in modern American 

society. 

In The Winter of Our Discontent Ethan Hawley, once 

an honest grocery store clerk, resorts to dishonest business 

practices in order to attain material wealth and status; 

but before Ethan is corrupted, he exhibits the cha racter

istics of the scientific observer. Ethan's moral ethics 

set him apart from the other citizens of Baytown. In 
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respo n se to Ethan's confession to Morph, a bank-teller, 

tha t he turned down a b r ibe, Morph replies, "'Oh! It's like 

tha t--you and the dinosaurs. 11180 At this time Ethan prefers 

to b e honest r a ther than rich. Ethan himself says that he 

dre a ds Good Fridays because he feels "the bli ghting loneli

ness of the Crucified. 1181 Ethan has objectively observed 

the crooked business practices of Baytown and, despite 

the success which the corrupt attain, looks upon the dis

hone s t business practices in this town as alien to the l a ws 

of n a tur e a nd does not participa te. As a result of Etha n's 

l a ck of business experience, he h a s gone bankrupt in two 

y ears. He now works as a clerk in the store he once owned. 

Ma rullo, the successful businessman and new owner of the 

stor e , t e lls Ethan tha t wha t Ethan calls chiseling is just 

"good business": "'Tha t's good business, and good business 

is t he only kind of business tha t stays in business. 11182 

Like Ca sy, Ethan suggests a Christ fi gure. Ethan's 

wi fe , Ma r y , says tha t Ethan takes other people's troubles 

u p on himself. Ethan says of his Gre a t-Aunt Deborah, who 

gave him h is s e nse of moral ethics, tha t "'She got me 

83 
It Stl· 11 goes on.'" In his cruci f ied once a year. 

80John S t einbeck, The Winter of Our Discontent 
(New York: The Viking Press, 1961), P· 31. 

81 Ibid., p. 42. 
82Ibid., p. 25. 
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treatment of animals Ethan illustra tes the respect of n a ture 

which scientific observers have. He spe aks of the lower 

a nima l species and shows them the respect he would give a 

human being. 

However, Ethan eventually gives in to the constant 

temptations which he encounters and undergoes a personality 

change. It is his family's wish for money which finally 

pr ompts him to yield to temptation. Margie Young Hunt, his 

wife's friend and presumably a witch is the first person 

to notice Ethan's change: "'You don't seem like the same 

man ;'" Ethan replies that he isn't and adds, "'Maybe nobody 

84 is f or long .'" Ethan reevaluates his past moral convic-

tions : 

To most of the world success is never had. I 
remember how, when Hitler moved unchecked and trium
phant, ma ny honor a ble men sought and found virtues 
in him. And Mussolini made the tra i ns run on time, 
and Vichy collaborated for the good of Fr a nce, 
a nd whatever else Stalin was, he was strong. 
Strength a nd success--they are a bove morality, a bove 
criticism. It seems, then, tha t it is not what you 
do, but how you do it and wha t you call it. Is there 
a check in men, deep in them, that stops or punishes? 
There doesn't seem to be. The only punishment is for 
failure. In effect no crime is committed unless a 
criminal is caught.85 

Ethan begins his new life by destroying the life of Danny 

Taylor, a friend who was as close to Etha n as a brother. 

83Ibid.' p. 203. 

84Ibid., p . 70. 
85 Ibi d ., p. 211. 
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After Danny's expulsion from a naval academy, he becomes 

the town drunk, a nd when Ethan discovers that Danny's prop

erty c a lled Taylor's Meadow is the proposed sight of a 

l a nding strip which will increase the property value, Ethan, 

under the g uise of friendship, gives Danny a large sum of 

money to undergo a cure for alcoholism and in return Danny 

puts up the land as collateral. Jus t as Ethan planned, 

Da nny t a kes the money and buys enough whisky to kill him

self; then Ethan becomes the owner of the land. Etha n also 

b e tr ays Ma rullo, who thought of Ethan as an honest man. 

He r eports Ma rullo t o the Immigration and Naturalization 

S e r v ic e a s an illega l alien b ecause he plans to buy the 

s tor e a t a cheap price when Marullo is deported. Ironically, 

Ma rullo g ives Etha n his store because he believes tha t Ethan 

is a n honest ma n: 

'One guy didn't try to cheat him, didn't ste a l 
d idn't wh ine, didn't chisel. He [Ma rullo] tried 
to te a ch the sucker to take care of himself in the 
l a nd of the free but the boob couldn't le a rn. For 
a long time you [Ethan] sc a red him. He tried to 
fi g ure out your racket, and he discovered your 
r a cket wa s honesty. 1 86 

The feder al a gent wh o t ells Etha n a bout Ma rullo's decision 

e xp l a ins t h a t Marullo g ave Ethan the store '''to pay for a 

vi o l a tion. You're his down payment, kind of, so the light 

won't g o out. ,11
87 Ma rullo, like Etha n, had been an honest 

86Ibid., p. 255. 
87Ibid., p. 256. 
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man before he came to America and was taught "the American 

way": n, A guy got to make a buck! Look out for number 

88 
one!'" The "light" which the agent referred to is hope, 

hope for the redemption of American society. Ethan soon 

discovers that his dishonesty bothers his conscience, and 

he tries to comfort himself by resolving to make his change 

temporary: 

War did not make a killer of me, although for a time 
I killed men. • The main thing was to know the 
limited objective for what it was, and, once it was 
achieved, to stop the process in its tracks. But 
that could only be if I knew what I was doing and did 
not fool myself - security and dignity, a nd then stop 
the process in its tr a cks.89 

However, the change proves to be irreversible, for once 

his wife begins to like her new status, Ethan promises 

to maintain it. Of course, in order to keep his new wealth 

and standing, Ehtan must continue to follow the rules of 

" good business." 

Even though Ethan's conscience troubles him because 

of his past deeds, the crucial point occurs at a time when 

Allen, Ethan's s on, emulates Ethan's dishonesty. Allen 

plagiarizes s ome litera ry material a nd wins an honorable 

mention in a n essay contest entitled "I Love America." When 

Etha n que st ions his son about his dishonesty, Allen voices 

88 rbid., p. 255. 

891 ·· . d 
bl • ' p . 226. 
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Ethan's new philosophy about Americ a n society, a nd the 

only t hing which Allen regrets is that he was caught: 

uwho cares? Everybody does it. . . Don't you read 
the papers? Everybody right up to the top - just 
read the papers. I bet you took some in your time, 
because they all do. I'm not going to take the rap 
f or everybody, I don't care about anything. Except 
tha t stinking sneak. 11 90 

Ethan, realizing that even his son is corrupt, decides to 

commit suicide: "There comes a time for decent, honor ab le 

retirement, not dramatic, not punishment of self or family-

jus t g ood-by, a warm bath and an opened vein, a warm sea and 

a razor blade. 1191 When Ethan le a ves the house to go to the 

se a a nd kill himself, he takes a talisman which is his 

f amily's inheritance. This talisman seems to symbolize the 

honor and integrity of the Hawley family. Ethan t a kes the 

talisman from the cabinet when his conscience re a ches the 

point where he feels tha t he must "visit" his life as it had 

be en before he was corrupted. After Ethan finishes his dis

honest business, the pink stone-like talisman changes at his 

touch: "At midday it was the pink of a rose, but in the 

evening it p icked up a darker tone, a purplish blush as 

d h d t l·n 1·t, 1192 db th t· though a little bloo a go an Y _e 1me 

Ethan plans to kill himself, "It [the talisman] gathered 

90ibid. , p . 308. 

9 2 Ibid., p. 259. 

91 Ibid., p. 311. 
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every bit of light there was and seemed red--dark red. 1193 

Ethan noticed that Ellen, while sleep walking, went to the 

cabinet and picked up the talisman, holding it close to her 

bosom as if she received some nourishment from its wa rmth. 

Ethan's thought of Ellen gives him a feeling of hope for 

Americ a n society, and he decides not to take his life: 

I [Ethan] rolled on one hip and re a ched in my side 
pocket for my razor blades and I felt the lump. 
Th en in wonder I remembered the caressing, stroking 
hands of the li ght-bearer [Ellen] .... I had to 
get back--had to return the talisman to its new 
owner. 94 

Else another li ght might g o out. 

The corruption of the scientific observe r , to whom 

Steinbec k look s for the salvation of the American p eople, 

marks t h e point at which Steinbeck abandons the teleological 

philosophy and embraces Ricketts' non-teleolo g ic a l outlook 

on life. Although there is still a feeling of hope inherent 

in this novel, it is the hope of the main character, Ethan 

Hawley , r a ther than of the author . Ricketts classified this 

element of hope as a di a gnostic trait of the huma n species 

in his explanation of teleology: "It is amazing how the 

strictures of old teleolo g ies infect our observation, c a usal 

thinking warped by hope. 1195 Ricketts defines the word "hope" 

a nd explains the necessity of its existence in ma n: 

9Jlbid., p. 311. 
94Ibi d . 

95Steinbeck, The Log, P • 86. 
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Hope implies a change from a present bad condition 
to a future better one. . Ho p e, a chieved in our-
selves probably to cushion the shock of thought, 
manages to warp our whole world. Probably when our 
species developed the trick of memory and with it 
the counterbalancing projection called 'the future,' 
this shock-absorber, hope, had to be included in 
the series, else the species would have destroyed 
itself in despair. For if ever any man were deeply, 
and unconsciously sure tha t his future would be no 
better than his past, he might deeply wish to cease 
to live.96 

Steinbeck's scientific observation of mankind leads to a n 

acceptance of Ricketts' non-teleologic a l philosophy of life. 

The corruption which Steinbeck observed in Americ a n s ociety 

as a result of progress seems to support Ricketts' basic 

ide a that progress eventually destroys the admirable quali

ties of man. 

When Steinbeck wrote Ricketts' non-teleological 

ide a s, he rejected the idea that mankind was not capable 

of improvement; he too possessed the diagnostic trait of 

hope. In fact, the purpose of Steinbeck's experimentation 

with his and Ricketts' world-views in his novels was to 

discover the type of man who could best improve the sit

uation of mankind. In his most popular novel, The Grapes of 

Wr a th, Steinbeck seems to have discovered the ideal man 

for the job--Jim Casy. Casy is a man who possesses the 

understanding of mankind which is illustrative of 
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Ed Ricket ts and the resolve to help mankind progress which 

Steinbeck advocates. In novels where the character possesses 

either Ricketts' world-view or Steinbeck's philosophy, the 

results are unsatisfactory. Characters like Merlin, Doc 

Burton, and Doc who are patterned after Ricketts, possess 

the knowledge of mankind but fail to effect any significant 

cha nge because they seek only to understand what exists and 

accept what "is. 11 On the other hand, characters like 

Joseph, Mac k, and Jim who seek to improve the situation of 

mankind but lack any scientific knowledge of mankind a l so 

fail bec a use they do not know the nature of the animal they 

seek to aid. However, men who possess the non-teleological 

und erstanding of mankind combined with the goal-ori ented 

philosophy of the teleologist are successful in initiating 

progress. 

The advent of World Wa r II upset Steinbeck's 

optimistic view of mankind. The horrors of war destroyed 

his abi lity to observe man with scientific detachment. Even 

more discouraging to Steinbeck was the materialism of 

America after the war. He observed corruption in g overnment 

and the degeneration of the morals of individual Americans 

for material gain. Despite this fact, Steinbeck still felt 

that the situation was not beyond hope or salvation; in 

The Waywa rd Bus, he illustrated this hope, for there 
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are still some uncorrupted characters. In his last novel, 

The Winter of Our Discontent, however, the last hope--the 

scientific observer--becomes corrupted, and the youthful 

op timism of Steinbeck gives way to the acceptance of life 

as it is. 
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