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Characters: “The Grapes of Wrath”

The characterization in John Steinbeck’s “The Grapes of Wrath” revolves around the Joad family, and the relationships they form in Oklahoma and on their way to California after the Dust Bowl. Nonetheless, characterization is significant in articulating the themes of humanity, family collaboration and communal fellowship, and oppression of the poor. Tom Joad is the protagonist in the novel. He is introduced at the beginning of the novel, as returning from prison after serving his four years prison term for manslaughter. Tom’s introduction does not indicate that his characterization would play a significant role in articulating the themes of the novel. However, by the end of the novel, Tom has developed to be a great protector of his family and a fierce fighter for the rights of the poor immigrant workers. Nonetheless, Tom’s change is significantly influenced by John Casy, who is his source of inspiration. 
Tom meets Jim Casy while on his way from prison. Casy is an ex-preacher who has given up preaching to further the cause of helping the poor immigrants. He also inspires Tom toward helping the poor. Jim Casy’s sacrifice, concern for the poor, inspirational nature, and his Name’s initials (J.C) depicts him as a Christ figure. He sacrifices to go to jail instead of Tom. He also martyrs himself by being a voice for the oppressed.  He holds the philosophical voice of the novel and articulates most of its themes including holiness and the need for humankind to unite.
In the same manner, and Floyd Knowles, and Ivy Wilson and Sairy Wilson are used by the author to articulate the theme of the need for humanity to unite. Ivy and Sairy Wilson is a couple who camp alongside the Joads on Highway 66. They allow Grampa to stay in their camp as he is about to die. The Joads help them fix their car, and they travel together until Sairy gets sick and the couple has to be left behind. Alternatively, Floyd Knowles is the immigrant worker at Hooverville camp, who inspires Tom and Casy to form a workers union. Due to his outspokenness nature, he ends up in a quarrel with the law enforcing officers and Casy is arrested.
Besides Tom, Ma. Joad,  his mother plays an important role in uniting the Joad family. Ma. Joad assumes the role of a mother and a caretaker for the entire Joad family. Her main motive is sustaining cohesion within the family. As such, she is regularly forced to put the needs of the family members ahead of hers. She has a realistic perception of hardships, which gives her hope that as long as the family would stick together, it would see its better days.  She takes an important role in leading the family when her husband Pa. Joad despairs due to life’s frustrations. Even though Pa. Joad is a good-natured, responsible and hardworking man, the hardships that the family experiences and his inability to find a job upon reaching California wears him down. However, Ma. Joad ungrudgingly takes the family leadership role, an act that builds on the theme of family support and togetherness in overcoming life’s obstacles. 
While some characters seem immature during their introduction, they develop significantly as the plot unfolds, and contribute to the theme of the importance of communal fellowship in promoting humanity. For instance, Al Joad, who is a sixteen-year-old protagonist’s young brother is obsessed with cars and girls. However, with  Tom’s assistance, Al Joad manages to sort mechanical problem on their family truck which facilitates their journey to California. Going through this journey gives him manly confidence, as depicted by his decision to remain with his fiancé (Agnes Wainwright) in the cotton plantation. In the same manner,  Rose of Sharon who is the oldest daughter of Ma and Pa Joad does a great act of humanity.  At the start of the novel, she is depicted as an immature and romantic character who has big dreams. She is married to Connie, and she is pregnant. She and her husband dream of making a good life in the city. However, her husband abandons her in California, and she delivers a stillborn child. In the end, Rose of Sharon has grown up and mastered her mother’s resilient nature. She conducts a humanity act by breastfeeding a man in order to save his life, an act that depicts her as a sign of hope.
Some characters contribute to conflict within the family. However, the Joads are able to overcome these conflicts and maintain the cohesion of the family. For instance, Grampa Joad who is the protagonist’s grandfather possesses a wild and violent temper. When his body cannot sustain his fighting spirit, he uses his tongue to torment his wife. Grampa Joad has a sincere and emotional connection to the family farm. Therefore, he refuses to leave the farm after the eviction, forcing the family members to sedate him. However, the detachment from his home leads to his death and he is buried in Oklahoma. Alternatively, Granma Joad is depicted as a dedicated Christian, who likes making fun by directing damnation against her husband. She is unable to cope with her husband’s death and she dies after reaching California.

Another character who contributes to family conflict is Noah Joad. He is Tom’s older brother who has a deformation which occurred at birth when. Pa Joad, who was assisting with the delivery panicked, and pulled him by force. He is reserved, and he feels that his parents do not love him as they love his siblings. As such, he decides to separate himself from his family and is left behind at a river near the California border. Alternatively, Uncle Joad experiences internal conflict. He is the protagonist’s uncle, who blames himself for his wife’s death; because she died after he ignored her stomach pains. Although he is mostly reserved and likes numbing his pain by drinking, he tries to offer help where needed. 

There are some characters who contribute to the development of the plot. For instance, Ruthie Joad is Tom’s 12-year-old sister, who fiercely competes with his brother Winfield. She is a proud girl, and in her boasting, she confesses to another child that Tom had committed two murders; forcing Tom to go into exile. Alternatively, despite his age, Winfield Joad who is the lastborn child of Ma and Pa Joad works like others in the cotton plantation, thus depicting the theme of injustice and oppression of the poor.

 In conclusion, the characterization in “The Grapes of Wrath” serves an important role not only in plot development, but in passing the message that Steinbeck’s wants to convey, by articulating various themes including, the need for humankind to unite, the importance of family and communal bfellowship in overcoming life’s obstacles, as well as the theme of the injustices and oppression that the poor suffer in the hands of the affluent.
