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Abstract 

Cormac McCarthy has been well-known for his narration of violence and cruelty in the 
novel. However, his last work, The Road, shows the humanist care between the lines. The 
essay aims to analyze the humanist spirit through the paternal love, compassion and 
perseverance and optimism described in the novel. 
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1. Introduction 

Cormac McCarthy has been regarded as one of the top-ranking American writers in present day. 
His novels are well known for the description of violence and cruelty. The uniqueness and 
brilliance of his books draw the attention of critics. There has been a large amount of studies 
focus on Cormac McCarthy and his “bloody” novels. Some critics, represented by Bell, think that 
the overflowing violence and blood is improper, demoralizing, nihilistic, and even unti-social 
and unti-human. Whereas other critics suggest that the violent and bloody description is 
meaningful which cannot be denied totally. E. T. Arnold writes in his Perspectives on Cormac 
McCarthy (Arnold, 1993) that McCarthy’s novels have ample moral meanings; the aim of the 
description of violence and blood is to arouse the reader’s moral retrospection. The debate 
shows that the critics bear the opposite attitudes toward Cormac McCarthy’s fictions. 

In my opinion, Cormac McCarthy’s novel has its moral sense. In the narration of story, he keeps 
posing the moral dilemmas in front of readers, and the resolving of these dilemmas shows the 
moral responsibility and humanistic spirit of the author. The Road is a telling example. As his 
latest novel, The Road wins Cormac McCarthy the Pulitzer Prizes. Again in this book, McCarthy 
depicts the dusky and ghastly scene at the end of the world. Yet different from his previous 
works, this book shows the sparks of humanistic care while telling the story of the father and 
son’s escape. The author keeps an eye on the human existence and survival. The deep father’s 
love, the compassion toward others, and the perseverance and optimistic spirit, all of them are 
the exact signs of humanistic care. Therefore, the essay would follow the three aspects to 
discuss the humanistic care in McCarthy’s novel. 

2. Humanistic Care in The Road 

2.1. The Deep Father’s Love 

The Road tells a story about fugitives. The heroes are a man and his son. The mother commits 
suicide. To survive, the father alone takes the boy, stepping on the road to south. During the 
journey, the father takes care of his son and educates him in his special way. It reveals that the 
affection between family members cannot be changed or devastated by the external 
catastrophe; the human love would last forever. 
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In the beginning of the book, the man has declared: “If he is not the word of God God never 
spoke” (McCarthy, 5), which means that the child is actually his God; he is very important to 
him; “[h]e [knows] only that the child [is] his warrant” (McCarthy, 5). The son is not merely a 
fragile life, nor he is the son of the man his own; yet he is the continuing, the hope of human 
being. 

In this book McCarthy chooses a special viewpoint, that the man shoulders the burden of family, 
including making living, arranging trivial daily life, taking care of the child, sustaining the ties 
between family members, and carrying on the family line. The man plays an androgynous role. 
From the text we can find that the man looks after the boy with great patience and carefulness. 
He brings the boy’s book with them, and in the night when they camp, he would tell him stories. 
He carves a flute for the boy from a piece of roadside cane. He also takes the boy’s toy. When 
they repack the cart, the boy finds “toys he’d forgot he had”, and he “[keeps] out a yellow 
truck…sitting on top of the tarp”(35). It shows that the man manages to keep the way the boy 
used to live, adding a little fun. The cart is all their living, and it is heavy; the toys are definitely 
not living necessities, yet the man still takes them for the boy in such a difficult situation. It is 
the doing of a loving father. The yellow color of the truck contrasts sharply with the 
surroundings. McCarthy explores the monotonous colors in the novel, most of which are grey, 
dark and lifeless, creating a heinous picture: “Dark of the invisible moon. The nights now only 
slightly less black. By day the banished sun circles the earth like a grieving mother with a lamp” 
(32). Environmental descriptions like this are scattering throughout the novel, and such a 
sprightly color like yellow is rare. It seems to convey a message that there is still a hope for 
human beings. And this hope is from love. 

Another similar example is the Coco Cola incident. When they come to a supermarket, the father 
finds a can of Coco Cola. It survives the disaster, and becomes the “treat” (22) for the fugitive 
people. It is a “cold metal cylinder” (22), but all the people know it is red. The red image forms 
a contrast with the surroundings as well, which implies that human may have a chance. The 
father passing it to his son means that the hope would be lasting. The way the father opens the 
can and checks the liquid reveals the deep father’s love and care: “[H]e put his thumbnail under 
the aluminum clip on the top of the can and open[s] it. He lean[s] his nose to the slight fizz 
coming from the can and then handed it to the boy” (22). The scene that they taste cola is really 
touching. The cola is so precious that the man just “[sips] it and hand[s] it back” (22). He would 
like leaving the good things to his son. The color of the can is red, and the love a father has to 
his son is even redder and warmer. 

There is another scene showing the man’s tender love to his son. In the bunker the man bathes 
his son. McCarthy describes this scene in details: 

He washed his dirty matted hair and bathed him with the soap and sponges. He drained away 
the filthy water he sat in and laved fresh warm water over him from the pan and wrapped him 
shivering in a towel and wrapped him again in a blanket. He combed his hair and looked at him. 
(147) 

Several simple movements create an image of a loving father. He is playing the mother’s role 
and doing these trivial things. Using soup and sponges, draining the dirty water and changing 
to fresh water, wrapping him in towel and blanket, all these details show the father’s 
carefulness. 

Besides taking care of the boy, the man consciously or unconsciously educate and encourage 
him. He implants into the boy’s mind the faith of being a good guy. He never eats people: 

We wouldn’t ever eat anybody, would we? 

No. Of course not. 

Even if we were starving? 

We’re starving now. (128) 
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The scene of the cannibalism in the dying vault frightens the boy to death and distorts his 
outlook. However, the man firmly tells the boy they would not eat human no matter how hungry 
they are. He sets up a moral standard in the boy’s mind. He teaches him how to live and die 
decently. 

He also tells the boy to be brave and persistent. When the boy overcomes fear and offers to hold 
the lamp, the man tells him that is “what the good guys do”; the good guys “keep trying” and 
“don’t give up” (137). The tiny progress made by the boy are treasured and affirmed by the man. 
Through such conscious and unconscious instructions and compliments, the father sets up the 
standards of being a good guy, and implants it into the boy’s mind. 

2.2. The Compassion toward Other People 

Compassion is the common emotion and psychological inclination of human being, which is one 
of the distinctive features of the humanistic spirit. However, in the heinous world created by 
Cormac McCarthy, the compassion has gone out. The tragedy of cannibalism happens 
everywhere, and people plunge into the abyss of moral degeneration. The scaring scene in the 
vault is the epitome of the falling. The desperate situation keeps racking the conscience of the 
father and son. Between life and death, they have to make decision: whether should they help 
others, which means the chance of their own survival is probably reduced? Facing the dilemma, 
it is a comfort to see that the boy retains his compassion from beginning to end, and his father, 
though disapproves such kindness, succumbs to his son in the end. Therefore, they have helped 
others as possible as they can through the journey, which shows the humanistic care and gives 
hope. 

The collision between father and son about whether to help runs through the whole book. At 
the beginning, the father stands firmly to ignore the weak. He manages to persuade his son: “I’m 
sorry…But we have nothing to give him. We have no way to help him. I’m sorry for what 
happened to him but we cant fix it. You know that, don’t you?”(50) The boy doesn’t say anything, 
just “look[s] down” and stops “[looking] back again” (50). It shows that the boy has to listen to 
his father and withholds his sympathy and sorrow. Then while waiting his father, the boy sees 
another little boy in the deserted street. This time he behaves very stubbornly. He “would not 
stop crying and … looking back” (85). He is quite worried about that boy. 

I want to see him, Papa. 

There’s no one to see. Do you want to die? Is that what you want? 

I don’t care, the boy said, sobbing. I don’t care.  

… 

What if that little boy doesn’t have anybody to take care of him? he said. What if he doesn’t have 
a papa? 

… 

I’m afraid for that little boy. 

… 

We should go get him, Papa. We could get him and take him with us. 

… 

And I’d give that little boy half of my food. (85-86) 

From the utterance of the boy we can see that he is so willing to help the weak that he would 
like to sacrifice himself. He is tortured by his compassion. Though he is not the one who is left 
over, he tastes the feeling of being discarded, which is difficult to endure. It is tougher for one 
to see other people dying than to die himself. It is a weird effect caused by the special context. 
And in such a special context, the compassion toward the other people is more important and 
more valuable. Thanks to the boy’s insistence, the father finally assents to help the old man they 
met on the road. They “[help] the old man to his feet and [hand] him his cane” (165) The boy 
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hands the old man the tin food and comforts him. He holds his hand for he can’t see, which is 
stopped by his father. When they say good-bye, the man asks the old man to say “thank you” to 
his son, because he hopes his son would get rid of the guilt a little and feel better. And it works 
out. Even though the old man doesn’t say “thank you”, the boy relives somehow. He never looks 
back. 

The boy even shows sympathy to the people who do harm to them. The collision between the 
father and son reaches its climax when they come across a thief. They quarrel about how to 
treat the thief. 

He was just hungry, Papa. He’s going to die. 

He’s going to die anyway. 

He’s so scared, Papa. 

The man squatted and looked at him. I’m scared, he said. Do you understand? I’m scared. 

The boy didn’t answer. He just sat there with his head bowed, sobbing. 

You’re not the one who has to worry about everything. 

The boy said something but he couldn’t understand him. What? he said. 

He looked up, his wet and grimy face. Yes I am, he said. I am the one. (259) 

Here a head-confrontation happens between the boy and his father. The father’s objection is 
reasonable. In such a situation the relationship between individual and the other become 
extremely intensified. It is a life-or-death struggle, and the father is quite clear about its 
emergency. As an eight-year-old boy, he has already shared the anxiety and sorrow all through 
the journey. The heaviest burden is suffering the guilt of helplessness. He cries out his inner 
thought, and it makes the adult reconsider the child’s inward world. So the father surrenders, 
touched by his son’s kindness and to protect his innocence, which is the last spark of humanistic 
spirit. They turn back to find that guy stripped by them, and cannot find him. So they pile his 
shoes and clothes in the road. And the man “[puts] a rock on top of them” (260). It implies the 
last care from human being.  

It can be said that the fates of the characters in The Road are almost doomed, whereas McCarthy 
devises several collisions in different knots of the plot to show the humanistic care. The spirit 
of compassion and sacrifice is definitely glorified in front of death, which enriches the meaning 
of the book. The Road is not merely a novel full of violence and cruelty, but shines with the 
beauty of humanity. 

2.3. The Perseverance and Optimistic Spirit 

There is an important image in The Road that is “fire”, which symbolizes the hope carried and 
passed on by human being. And the perseverance and optimistic spirit are required for 
withholding the hope and passing it down. In the novel, the father keeps encouraging his son, 
appeasing his anxiety and inspiring his will to live on.  

The father’s decision to live on is the first manifestation of his perseverance. Facing the 
doomsday, the man’s wife chooses to die to escape from the pain and fear. It can be said, to 
some extent, that the woman had already lost the “fire” before she died. In the man’s 
reminiscence there is a dialogue between his wife and him: 

We’re survivors he told her across the flame of the lamp. 

Survivors? she said. 

Yes. 

What in God’s name are you talking about? We’re not survivors. We’re the walking dead in a 
horror film. 

I’m begging you. 

I don’t care. I don’t care if you cry. It doesn’t mean anything to me. 



International Journal of Social Science and Education Research                                                              Volume 2 Issue 7, 2019 

ISSN: 2637-6067                                                                                                                          DOI: 10.6918/IJOSSER.201910_2(7).0004 

21 

… 

I wouldn’t leave you. 

I don’t care. It’s meaningless. You can think of me as a faithless slut if you like. I’ve taken a new 
lover. He can give me what you cannot. 

Death is not a lover. 

Oh yes he is. (56-57) 

The woman described them as “the walking dead”, which means that she had totally lost the 
hope and will. What is the most pathetic is the crisis of will and faith, just like she herself said, 
a “faithless slut”. And for her the only hope was “for eternal nothingness” (57). The nihilistic 
confession clearly shows the spiritual crisis. She was thoroughly defeated, losing the courage. 
On the contrary, the man never gives up. Just like he himself says, a good guy never gives up. He 
chooses to live on. He tries hard to proffer the chance of life to his son.  

The father never fails to encourage his son. They slog everyday. When they come across the tree 
falling on the mountain, the father sternly tells his son: “All the trees in the world are going to 
fall sooner or later. But not on us.” (35) The boy wonders how he knows this, and he never 
explains. He says he just knows it. Even though he doesn’t give a reason, his words are full of 
power. During the night cold to the bone, the man holds his son against him tightly, and talks to 
him: “Don’t lose heart… We’ll be all right.’’ (177) He consoles the boy that there are people 
surviving in the world and they would find them sooner or later. When the boy sees the ugly 
reality and begins to doubt the stories he used to read, the man speaks out his viewpoint about 
real life: “Well, I think we’re still there. A lot of bad things have happened but we’re still here.” 
(269) He never forgets to encourage the boy until the last moment of his life: 

You need to go on, he said. I cant go with you. You need to keep going. You don’t know what be 
down the road. We were always lucky. You’ll be lucky again. You’ll see. Just go. It’s all right. (278) 

It is because the encouragement of father that keeps the son carrying the “fire”. The boy finally 
meets another family, who offers the company. The last scene symbolizes that the hope is still 
there and the human being will last forever.  

Besides words, the father also does something for encouragement. When they pass by a 
waterfall, they are attracted by the beautiful cobbles at bottom, which are “[polished] round 
and smooth as marbles or lozenges of stone veined and striped”. And “[black] disclets and bits 
of polished quartz all bright from the mist off the river” (38). Thus he calls on the boy to go into 
the water and try swimming.  

Is it cold? 

Yes. It’s freezing. 

Do you want to go in? 

I don’t know. 

Sure you do. 

Is it okay? 

Come on. (38) 

In this way the father hopes to strengthen the willpower of his son. Moreover, he wants to 
energize his son and add some fun to their monotonous and tough journey. Though the boy is 
just “standing in the pool… holding his shoulders and hopping up and down…gasping and 
chopping at the water” (39), the man still compliments him: “You’re doing good… You’re doing 
good.” (39) 
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3. Conclusion 

In The Road, Cormac McCarthy discusses the moral and existential problem confronting human 
being. He designs an extreme context and testifies the behaviors of his characters. It makes his 
novel like an experiment, bearing the distinct postmodernist features. Through the description 
of violence and cruelty, he actually expresses, and calls on, the humanistic care. The ultimate 
theme the novel intends to demonstrate is that our human being would be saved by love and 
faith at the end of the world. With love and faith, we are the Savior of ourselves; they mark the 
existence of the individual; they are the essence of human nature. In the novel, McCarthy depicts 
a loving father, a sympathetic son and their perseverance and optimism. They are actually the 
representatives of human being and the lasting hope. The humanist care revealed in the novel 
is worthy our full attention and further discussion. 
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