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The setting and its symbolic significance in “The Grapes of Wrath”
The novel “The Grapes of Wrath” by John Steinbeck has its setting in three different places. The first setting is at Oklahoma, then Route 66, and finally in California. Each of these settings holds a symbolic significance that articulates to the plot development, and the themes of the story. This paper will discuss the setting of John Steinbeck “The Grapes of Wrath,” citing its significance in the development of the story, and its contribution to the development of the themes in the novel.
At the binning of the novel, the setting of the story is placed during the Dust Bowl era in the 1930s. The physical location is at Oklahoma.  In this setting, the lands are green and blossoming from the spring rains. However, in a few months, the scorching sun changes everything, and ushers in the Dust Bowl. The sun scorches fiercely, the crops are destroyed and scarce, and every mobile thing stimulates the dust that seems to wait for the sign to move up in the air. By the time Tom is reaching the Joads farm, the houses are ruined and the whole place is filled with dust. The symbolic significance of this setting is aimed at depicting the flight of the poor, as well as the theme of man’s inhumanity to fellow men.  Just like the blossoming crops, the croppers have a fulfilling life before the drought occurs. However, just like the crops, in a few months, the status of the croppers change drastically. They lose their lands; they are deprived and left without a means of livelihood. While the crop is used symbolically to represent the farmers the sun is a symbol of the landowners and the bankers. Just like the crops are helpless from the scorching sun above, the farmers are helpless from the domineering bankers and landowners, who force them out of the land. The turtle in this setting on the baking highway is also a symbol of the croppers. The man who tries to run over the turtle represents the bankers and the landowners, who oppress the poor and live them in a desperate state.
The next setting of the novel is along the Highway 66. This setting contributes to plot development by depicting the progression of the Joads. It holds a symbolic significance in depicting the theme of the power of true kinship and fellowship in overcoming life’s obstacles. Along the Highway 66 the Joads meet with other immigrants, and they help each other in various ways. For instance, when Grampa is about to die, the couple Ivy and Sairy Wilson offers their tent so that the old man could get a decent place to die. Also, Tom and Al Joad help the couple in repairing their broken car. While the landowners and the bankers have the chance and the ability to help the poor, they do not help them. However, in the Highway 66 setting, the poor immigrants may not have much, but they give all they have. This fellowship, and the family cohesion of the Joads, portrays family unity and fellowship as an essential unit of overcoming life’s obstacles. Moreover, this setting adds to the theme of greed and mean-spiritedness, as yielded by the irony of the rich failing to offer any help to the poor, and the poor, giving all they have to promote humanity.
The last setting of the novel is in California when the immigrants arrive and learn that the job market is flooded, and their hope of getting a job is dimmed. This setting is symbolically significant in depicting the theme of the dignity of wrath. The setting in California can further be divided into the various places that the Joads settled. The first setting is at the Hooverville camp, where the Joads first settle upon reaching California. In this setting, the immigrants live in inhumane status with shacks, worn out tents, and broken cars as their homes. However, despite their deprived status, the immigrants help each other in every way possible; thus promoting humanity, and the dignity of wrath. On the other hand, the law enforcers are on the neck of the immigrant settlers. They attack the camp regularly, trying to keep the immigrants from settling in Hooverville camp. This depicts the failure of the government in protecting the poor.
From the Hooverville camp, the Joads progress and make their next stop at Weedpatch camp. Weedpatch is a government camp operated by an internal committee.  The living conditions in this camp are better as compared to those at Hooverville. However, when the Joads fail to get work, they progress to Hooper Ranch. Although they find work here, the wages are very low as compared to the cost of living. As such, the family proceeds to a cotton field, where they have a boxcar as their home. The lives of the Joads improve, and they can now afford food and clothing. However, when the rains come, the flooding forces the family to move to a barn along the road. It is at this setting that Rose of Sharon performs a great act of humanity by feeding a starving man from her breast, thus saving him from dying. The settings in the subsequent places after the Joads leave Hooverville camp depicts the deteriorating status of the poor immigrants, and the government’s failure to play its role in protecting the poor. The oppression of the poor is depicted by the decreasing wages versus the rising cost of living. The theme of the dignity of wrath is portrayed by the cooperation of the Joads, and the friends they make in the camps, as well as Rose of Sharon’s great act of humanity. 
Indeed, in his novel “The Grapes of Wrath,” Steinbeck has managed to leverage the role of setting in conveying the message he means to send in this novel. This has been achieved by bestowing the setting a symbolic significance aimed at articulating the themes of man’s inhumanity towards fellow men, the power of true kinship and fellowship in overcoming life’s obstacles and promoting humanity, and the dignity of wrath.
