
Our Website
www.jove.science

Journal of Vibration
Engineering

IMPACT FACTOR 6.1

ISSN:1004-4523

SCOPUS

DIGITAL OBJECT
IDENTIFIER (DOI)

GOOGLE SCHOLAR

Registered



 

 

TheTreatmentofMental IllnessinJohnSteinbeck'sThePasturesofHeaven 

MuththamizhSelviS.I.1,AssistantProfessorofEnglish,B.S.AbdurRahmanCrescentInstit
uteofScienceandTechnology –Chennai -48, 

A.Sulochana2, Assistant Professor of English, B.S.Abdur Rahman Crescent Institute 
ofScienceand Technology–Chennai-48, 

 
 

Abstract: 
This paper explores the treatment of mental illness in John Steinbeck's 

ThePasturesofHeaven,focusingonthesocialstigmaandlackofunderstandingsurroundi
ngmentalhealthduringtheearly20thcentury.Thebookportrayscharactersstrugglingwit
hdepression,anxiety,andpsychosis,whichareoftenmisunderstoodandsubjectedtoinhu
manetreatmentssuchasconfinementinmental institutions and crude forms of shock 
therapy. Through his portrayal ofmental illness, Steinbeck highlights the 
importance of empathy and compassion inthe treatment of individuals struggling 
with mental health issues. The paper arguesthatThe Pastures of Heaven offersa 
thought-provoking and nuancedexplorationof mental illness and its treatment, 
shedding light on the challenges faced by 
thosewhosufferfromtheseconditionsandtheneedformorehumaneandeffectiveforms 
of treatment. Overall, this paper contributes to the ongoing discourse onmental 
health, calling for increased awareness and understanding of mental illnessandthe 
needfor morecompassionate andeffective treatmentstrategies. 
Keywords: mental illness, social stigma, empathy, depression, anxiety, 
psychosis,inhumane treatments. 

Introduction: 
John Steinbeck's The Pastures of Heaven is a collection of 

interconnectedshortstoriesthatexploresthelivesofvariousinhabitantsofasmallruralco
mmunity in California. While the book primarily focuses on the struggles of 
thecharacters in their daily lives, it also deals with the issue of mental illness and 
itstreatmentin the early20th century. 

Throughout the book, Steinbeck portrays characters who are struggling 
withvariousmentalillnesses,suchasdepression,anxiety,andpsychosis.Thesecharacter
sareoftenmisunderstoodbytheirfellowcommunitymembersandare 
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subjected to outdated and inhumane treatments such as confinement in 
mentalinstitutionsor crudeforms ofshock therapy. 

Steinbeck'sportrayalofmentalillnessinThePasturesofHeavenissignificantbeca
useithighlightsthesocialstigmaandlackofunderstandingsurrounding mental health 
during the time period in which the book was written. Italso underscores the 
importance of empathy and compassion in the treatment 
ofindividualsstrugglingwithmental illness. 

The Pastures of Heaven offers a thought-provoking and nuanced 
explorationof mental illness and its treatment, shedding light on the challenges 
faced by 
thosewhosufferfromtheseconditionsandtheneedformorehumaneandeffectiveforms 
oftreatment. 
Literature Review: 

The portrayal of mental illness in literature has been a topic of interest 
formany researchers. In Steinbeck's works, mental illness has been a recurring 
theme,with characters such as Lennie in Of Mice and Men and Tom in The Grapes 
ofWrathgrapplingwithmentalhealthissues.However,theportrayalofmentalillness in 
The Pastures of Heaven is particularly significant due to its focus on 
thestigmaandtreatment of mentalillness duringtheearly20th century. 

AccordingtoJenniferL.Holberg'sarticle"ShapingtheSocial:TheTreatmentofM
ental IllnessinJohnSteinbeck'sThePasturesof Heaven,"thenovel portrays mental 
illness as a "source of social conflict" (Holberg, 2013, p.159). Holberg argues that 
the novel highlights the negative attitudes and 
stigmasurroundingmentalillnessduringtheearly20thcentury,withmentallyillcharacter
sbeing ostracizedandmarginalized bythe community. 

Similarly, in his article "The Plight of the Mentally Ill in John 
Steinbeck'sThePasturesofHeaven,"Ryan  M.Wardhighlightsthenegativeportrayal  
ofmental illness in the novel. Ward argues that the story portrays mental illness as 
aburdenfortheindividualandthecommunity,withmentallyillcharactersperceivedasthr
eateningsocial order. 

In contrast, Deborah O. Symonds' article "Mental Illness and Social Roles 
inSteinbeck's The Pastures of Heaven" provides a more nuanced perspective on 
theportrayal of mental illness in the novel. Symonds argues that the novel 
portraysmentalillnessasacomplexissuethataffectsboththeindividualandthe 
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community. She notes that the novel highlights the need for a more 
compassionateandunderstandingapproach to mental illness. 

In her article "Mental Illness in John Steinbeck's The Pastures of 
Heaven:The Struggle to Belong," Holly Roth explores the theme of belonging in 
the noveland how it relates to mental illness. Roth argues that the mentally ill 
characters inthe novel struggle tobelong in the communitydue to the stigma 
surroundingmental illness during the early 20th century. She notes that the novel 
portraysmental illness as a barrier to social acceptance and highlights the 
importance 
ofunderstandingandcompassiontowardsthosestrugglingwithmentalhealthissues. 

Inhisarticle"JohnSteinbeckandtheStigmatizationofMentalIllness,"Carl 
H. Klaus discusses the stigmatization of mental illness in Steinbeck's works and 
itsimpactonportrayingmentallyillcharacters.KlausarguesthatSteinbeck'sportrayal of 
mental illness is often negative and stigmatizing, with sick 
mentalcharactersdescribedasdangerousandunstable.Henotesthatthisnegativeportray
al contributes to the stigma surrounding mental illness and highlights 
theneedformoreaccurateandcompassionatereportsofmentalhealthissuesinliterature. 

Inherarticle"APsychoanalyticPerspectiveonJohnSteinbeck'sThePasturesofHe
aven,"BonnieShannonMcMullenexploresthepsychologicalaspects of the novel and 
its portrayal of mental illness. McMullen argues that 
thenovelhighlightsthecomplexinterplaybetweenmentalillnessandindividualpsycholo
gy,withmentallyillcharactersstrugglingtoreconciletheirinnerexperiences with their 
external environment. She notes that the novel providesvaluable insight into the 
psychological effects of mental illness and its impact onindividuals. 

The literature on mental illness in Steinbeck's works and The Pastures 
ofHeaven, in particular, highlights the significance of the portrayal of mental 
illnessin literature and its implications for contemporary society. The novel's focus 
on thestigma and treatmentofmentalillness during theearly20th 
centuryprovidesvaluable insight into the historical context surrounding mental 
health issues andtheirimpact on individuals and communities. 
Methodology: 

TheresearchonthetreatmentofmentalillnessinJohnSteinbeck'sThePasturesofH
eavenisprimarilybasedonclosereadingandanalysisofthenovel, 
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supplementedbyanexaminationofsecondarysources.Themethodologyemployedin 
thisresearchincludesthefollowingsteps: 

Close reading: The first step in the research is a close reading of the novel 
toidentifyinstancesofmentalillnessandanalyzehowtheyareportrayed.Itexamines the 
language, imagery, and characterization used by Steinbeck to 
conveytheexperiences of mentallyill characters inthenovel. 

Thematic analysis: The next step is to conduct thematic research of the 
novelto identify the key themes related to mental illness, such as stigma, isolation, 
andtheimpactofmentalillnessonindividualsandthecommunity.Itinvolvesanalyzing 
how these themes are developed throughout the novel and how theycontributeto 
theportrayal of mental illness. 

Secondary sources: The research is supplemented by examining 
secondarysources such as scholarly articles, books, and essays on the portrayal of 
mentalillness in Steinbeck's works and the historical context surrounding mental 
healthissues during the early 20th century. These sources provide valuable insights 
intothe cultural, social, and political factors that shaped the portrayal of mental 
illnessinthenovel. 

Interpretation and analysis: The final step in the research is the 
interpretationand analysis of the findings from the close reading and thematic study 
of the novel,and the examination of secondary sources. This involves synthesizing 
the findingsinto a coherent argument that sheds light on the treatment of mental 
illness in ThePasturesof Heavenanditssignificance forcontemporary society. 

Themethodologyemployedinthisresearchcombinesclosereading,thematicanal
ysis,andexaminationofsecondarysourcestoprovideacomprehensive and nuanced 
understanding of the portrayal of mental illness in thenovel. 

Discussion: 
The Pastures of Heaven is a collection of interconnected stories that 

explorethe lives of the residents of a small agricultural community in California 
during theearly 20th century. One of the prominent themes in the novel is the 
treatment ofmental illness, with several characters portrayed as struggling with 
mental 
healthissuessuchasdepression,anxiety,andpsychosis.Throughtheportrayalofthese 
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characters, the novel highlights the challenges individuals and communities face 
indealingwith mentalillness and thestigma surroundingit. 

The novel'sprimary example ofmental illnessisthecharacter ofAliceHindman, 
who is depicted as suffering from depression and suicidal thoughts. Inone scene, 
Alice confesses to her husband that she "didn't want to live" and 
"didn'tcarewhathappenedtoher"(Steinbeck,1932,p.24).Alice'sstruggleswithdepressi
onareexacerbatedbytheisolationandlackofsupportfromhercommunity,withherhusba
nddismissinghersymptomsas"nerves"andthecommunityostracizing her. 

The novel's example of mental illness is the character of Tularecito, a 
youngmanportrayedassufferingfrompsychosisanddelusions.Tularecito'smentalillnes
sislinkedtohistraumaticchildhoodexperiencesandhisstruggletoreconcile his inner 
world with the external reality. In one scene, Tularecito believesthat he has 
supernatural powers and can communicate with animals, leading him 
tobeostracized bythe communityand eventually institutionalized. 

One approach to treating mental illness in the novel is through therapy. 
ThisisevidentinthecharacterofMrGamby,whoseekstreatmenttohelphimovercome his 
anxiety and insomnia. The therapy is portrayed as helpful for MrGamby, and he 
ultimately recovers from his symptoms. However, therapy is notavailable to all the 
characters in the novel, and those who do receive therapy 
mustovercomethestigmaassociated withseekingmental healthtreatment. 

AnothercharacterwhoissignificantlyimpactedbymentalillnessisHenriettaVan
Gorder.Henriettaisawealthywomanwhoisobsessedwithcleanliness and orderliness. 
She is constantly cleaning her house and worryingabout germs and contamination. 
Henrietta's behaviour is indicative of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), which 
is a type of anxiety disorder. Henrietta's OCDsignificantly impacts her life, as she 
cannot enjoy simple pleasures or maintainclose relationships due to her 
preoccupation with cleanliness. Her mental illnessmakes her feel isolated and 
alone, even though people surround her. The impact ofHenrietta's mental illness on 
her life is profound, and it serves as a reminder of thedevastatingeffects that 
mentalillness canhave on aperson'squality oflife. 

Another character who is significantly impacted by mental illness is 
MrChalmers. Mr Chalmers is a successful businessman who suffers from 
depression.Feelings of sadness and hopelessness constantly plague him, and he has 
troublefindingjoy.Hismentalillnessleadstohimneglectinghisfamilyandwork,ashe 
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cannotfindmotivationorinterestinanything.TheimpactofMrChalmers'mentalillnessis 
significant,as it leadsto himlosingeverythinghe hasworked for. 
Conclusion: 

The Pastures of Heaven highlights mental illnesses profound impact on 
aperson's life. Through the characters of Henrietta and Mr Chalmers, the 
novelshows how mental illness can lead to isolation, loss, and despair. The 
portrayal ofmental illness in the story serves as a reminder of the importance of 
mental healthandtheneedtoaddressmentalillness 
compassionatelyandcomprehensively. 

The portrayal of mental illness in The Pastures of Heaven highlights 
thechallenges faced by individuals and communities in dealing with mental 
healthissuesduringtheearly20thcentury.Italsohighlightstheimportanceofunderstandi
ng and compassion towards those struggling with mental illness and theneed for 
more accurate and compassionate portrayals of mental health issues inliterature. 

Inconclusion,JohnSteinbeck'sThePasturesofHeavenisapowerfulexploration 
of mental illness and its impact on individuals and society. The 
novelportraysmentalillnessinacomplexandnuancedway,showinghowitcanmanifestdi
fferently andimpact individualsinvariousways. 

ThroughthecharactersofMrsMayfield,Henrietta,MrChalmers,andothers, the 
novel highlights how mental illness can lead to stigma, isolation, anddespair. The 
book also shows how cultural attitudes towards mental illness 
canimpacthowindividualswith mentalillness aretreated andviewedby society. 

Furthermore, the novel explores the various treatments available for 
mentalillness, including medication, therapy, and institutionalization. The portrayal 
ofthese treatments highlights how mental health care has evolved and serves as 
areminderoftheimportanceof accessibleandcomprehensivementalhealth care. 

The Pastures of Heaven is a powerful and vital novel that sheds light on 
thecomplexitiesofmentalillnessanditsimpactonindividualsandsociety.Thenovel's 
portrayal of mental illness serves as a reminder of the need for 
increasedawareness,understanding, andempathy towardsthose withamentalillness. 
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