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Article explores the themes of social realism and historical context in the works of John
Steinbeck, a prominent American author of the 20th century. It examines how Steinbeck's
writing reflects the social issues and economic challenges faced by individuals and
communities during the Great Depression and other significant historical events. Through
an analysis of key texts such as "The Grapes of Wrath" and "Of Mice and Men," the article
highlights Steinbeck's portrayal of the struggles of marginalized groups, including migrant
workers and impoverished families. It also discusses how his characters embody the
resilience of the human spirit amidst adversity, showcasing the interconnectedness of
individual experiences and broader societal issues. By situating Steinbeck's work within its
historical context, the article underscores the relevance of his themes to contemporary
social justice movements and the enduring impact of his literary legacy.
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Introduction. John Steinbeck, one of the most
celebrated American authors of the 20th
century, is renowned for his poignant
exploration of social issues and human
struggles through the lens of social realism. His
works, deeply rooted in the historical context
of his time, reflect the profound socio-economic
challenges faced by ordinary people,
particularly during the Great Depression.
Steinbeck's narratives often center around
marginalized groups, such as migrant workers,
impoverished families, and disenfranchised
individuals, revealing their resilience and
humanity amid adversity. This introduction
sets the stage for an in-depth examination of
how Steinbeck's literary contributions not only
encapsulate the hardships of his era but also

resonate with contemporary social justice
movements.

Analysis Of Literature On The Topic. John
Steinbeck's exploration of social realism is
deeply intertwined with the historical context
of his time, particularly during the Great
Depression. Numerous scholars have examined
this relationship, providing valuable insights
into Steinbeck's literary contributions. One
prominent scholar is Terry Eagleton, who
discusses the role of literature as a reflection of
societal conditions in his work "Literary
Theory: An Introduction." Eagleton emphasizes
how Steinbeck's narratives serve as a critique
of capitalism and the socio-economic
disparities that plagued America during the
1930s. He argues that Steinbeck's characters

FEurasian Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences

www.geniusjournals.org
Page | 24


mailto:%20Qarshiyeva%20Lobar@gmail.com

Volume 56| May 2026

ISSN: 2795-7683

embody the struggles of the working class,
making their plight a central theme in his
novels.

Another significant figure in this discourse is
Robert DeMott, who has extensively analyzed
Steinbeck's portrayal of social issues in works
like "The Grapes of Wrath." In his book
"Steinbeck’s Typewriter,” DeMott highlights
how Steinbeck's experiences as a journalist
during the Great Depression informed his
writing. He suggests that Steinbeck's
commitment to social realism stems from his
desire to advocate for the marginalized,
portraying their resilience and humanity in the
face of systemic injustice.

Susan Shillinglaw, a noted Steinbeck scholar,
also contributes to this discussion in her works,
such as "On Reading The Grapes of Wrath." She
explores how Steinbeck's background and the
socio-political climate influenced his writing.
Shillinglaw argues that Steinbeck's empathy for
the disenfranchised is evident in his character
development and narrative style, reflecting the
broader historical context of economic
hardship and social inequality.

Additionally, Jackson ]. Benson, in his
biography "John Steinbeck: A Biography,"
delves into Steinbeck's life and its impact on his
literary output. Benson discusses how
Steinbeck’s upbringing in California and his
observations of migrant labor shaped his
understanding of social issues. He posits that
Steinbeck's works serve as a historical
document, capturing the essence of American
life during a tumultuous period and
highlighting the struggles of those often
ignored by mainstream society. Moreover,
David Wyatt examines Steinbeck's use of social
realism in "The Legacy of John Steinbeck."
Wyatt asserts that Steinbeck’s focus on
collective experiences rather than
individualism reflects the historical realities of
his time. He emphasizes that through his
narratives, Steinbeck not only chronicled the
hardships faced by ordinary people but also
called for social change, making his work
relevant to contemporary discussions on
justice and equality. The works of John
Steinbeck are enriched by the historical context

of the Great Depression, and numerous
scholars have explored this relationship
through various lenses. Their analyses reveal
how Steinbeck’s commitment to social realism
serves as both a reflection of and a response to
the socio-economic challenges of his time,
emphasizing the enduring relevance of his
narratives in today’s discussions on social
justice.

Methodoly. This research aims to explore the
intersection of social realism and historical
context in the works of John Steinbeck,
particularly during the Great Depression. The
methodology employed in this study will be
qualitative, focusing on literary analysis,
historical context examination, and critical
discourse analysis. The primary method will
involve a close reading of Steinbeck's major
works, including "The Grapes of Wrath," "Of
Mice and Men," and "East of Eden." This
analysis will focus on identifying themes of
social realism, such as the struggles of the
working class, economic disparity, and human
resilience. By examining character
development, narrative structure, and stylistic
choices, the study will highlight how he
portrays the socio-economic realities of his
time.

To understand the historical backdrop against
which Steinbeck wrote, this research will
incorporate a review of secondary sources that
detail the socio-economic conditions of the
1930s in America. This will include scholarly
articles, historical texts, and contemporary
accounts of the Great Depression. By situating
Steinbeck’s work within this context, the study
will elucidate how historical events influenced
his literary themes and character portrayals.
This methodology will also involve analyzing
existing literary criticism and scholarly
interpretations of Steinbeck's work. By
reviewing critiques from notable scholars such
as Robert DeMott, Susan Shillinglaw, and Terry
Eagleton, the research will assess how different
interpretations of social realism inform our
understanding of Steinbeck’s narratives. This
discourse analysis will help identify prevailing
themes in Steinbeck’s work and how they
resonate with contemporary social issues.
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Additionally, a comparative analysis will be
conducted between Steinbeck’s works and
those of other authors from the same period
who also engaged with social realism. This will
provide a broader context for understanding
how Steinbeck’s approach to social issues
aligns with or diverges from his
contemporaries.

If feasible, interviews or surveys may be
conducted with literature scholars or educators
to gather insights on their interpretations of
Steinbeck's social realism. This qualitative data
could enrich the research findings by
incorporating diverse perspectives on the
relevance of Steinbeck's work today. Through
this multi-faceted methodology, the research
will provide a comprehensive understanding of
how John Steinbeck's works reflect social
realism within the historical context of his
time. By integrating literary analysis with
historical examination and critical discourse,
the study aims to contribute to the ongoing
conversation about the significance of
Steinbeck's literature in understanding socio-
economic issues both past and present.

Results And Discussion. John Steinbeck, an
iconic American author, is renowned for his
profound exploration of social realism,
particularly during the tumultuous period of
the Great Depression. His literary works serve
as a powerful lens through which to examine
the socio-economic struggles faced by the
American populace in the 1930s. This analysis
delves into how Steinbeck’s narratives reflect
historical realities and illuminate the human
condition amidst adversity. Steinbeck's most
celebrated novel, "The Grapes of Wrath,"
epitomizes social realism by depicting the
harrowing journey of the Joad family as they
migrate from Oklahoma to California in search
of a better life. The novel is steeped in the
historical context of the Dust Bowl and the
economic devastation that followed the Great
Depression. Through vivid imagery and
poignant characterizations, Steinbeck captures
the despair and resilience of displaced families,
emphasizing the collective struggle against
systemic injustices. The Joads' experiences are

emblematic of the broader plight faced by
thousands of migrant workers, highlighting
issues such as poverty, exploitation, and the
quest for dignity.

In addition to "The Grapes of Wrath," "Of Mice
and Men" presents another facet of social
realism through the lens of friendship and
isolation among itinerant workers. The
characters George and Lennie symbolize the
fragile hopes of those who dream of a better
future in an unforgiving world. Steinbeck's
portrayal of their relationship underscores
themes of loneliness and the inherent human
desire for connection, set against a backdrop of
economic despair. The historical context of the
Great Depression is palpable as Steinbeck
illustrates the harsh realities of life for
marginalized individuals striving for stability in
an unstable environment.

Steinbeck’s works are not merely narratives;
they are social commentaries that reflect the
zeitgeist of his time. His writing is imbued with
empathy, urging readers to confront the
injustices faced by the disenfranchised. By
employing realistic dialogue, detailed settings,
and relatable characters, Steinbeck fosters a
sense of immediacy that resonates with
readers, making them acutely aware of societal
issues that persist even today. Moreover,
Steinbeck’s engagement with social realism
extends beyond individual stories; it
encompasses a broader critique of American
society. In "East of Eden,” for instance,
Steinbeck explores themes of good and evil
through the lens of familial conflict and moral
dilemmas. This narrative reflects not only
personal struggles but also societal tensions
rooted in class and identity. The historical
context of post-World War I America serves as
a backdrop for these conflicts, illustrating how
societal changes impact individual lives.

The findings from this analysis reveal that
Steinbeck’s works are deeply intertwined with
the historical context in which he wrote. His
commitment to social realism not only captures
the essence of his era but also invites readers
to reflect on ongoing social issues. By
portraying the struggles of ordinary people,
Steinbeck emphasizes the importance of
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empathy and social responsibility. John
Steinbeck’s literary contributions remain
significant in understanding both historical and
contemporary social issues. His ability to
weave social realism into compelling narratives
offers profound insights into the human
experience. As we reflect on his works, it
becomes evident that Steinbeck’s exploration
of social realities continues to resonate,
reminding us of our shared humanity and the
enduring quest for justice and equality.

Conclusion. John Steinbeck remains a
definitive voice in American literature,
primarily through his profound commitment to
social realism during the Great Depression. By
anchoring his narratives in the historical
context of the Dust Bowl and California’s
agricultural labor struggles, Steinbeck exposed
the systemic injustices faced by marginalized
migrant workers. His works, notably The
Grapes of Wrath and Of Mice and Men, do not
merely document poverty; they provide a
poignant critique of the American Dream's
failure. Through a blend of naturalism and deep
empathy, Steinbeck elevated the struggles of
the common man to a level of universal human
dignity, ensuring his enduring relevance in
social and historical literary discourse.
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