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INTRODUCTION: THE UNYIELDING
SPIRIT OF MA JOAD

In John Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath,
few characters resonate as powerfully as
Ma Joad. She is the moral and emotional
backbone of the Joad family, a woman
whose  quiet  strength  holds  them
together  through  dust  s torms,
displacement, and despair.  For readers
and  literary  scholars  alike,  Ma  Joad
quotes with page numbers serve as
essential  signposts  for  understanding
her  transformation  from  a  traditional
homemaker  into  a  fierce  matriarch  and
symbol of collective resilience. Whether
you are studying the novel for a class or
revisiting  it  for  personal  reflection,
examining  these  passages  in  context
reveals  Steinbeck's  masterful  portrayal
o f  endurance,  d ign i ty ,  and  the
indomitable  human  spirit.
This article provides a curated collection
of significant Ma Joad quotes, referenced
with page numbers from the commonly
used  Penguin  Classics  edition  (ISBN:
978-0143039433),  along  with  in-depth
analysis.  You  will  find  these  quotes
organized by theme, helping you explore
Ma's role as a protector, her philosophy
of  survival,  and her  evolving sense of
justice. By the end, you'll  see why Ma
Joad  rema ins  one  o f  Amer i can
literature's  most  beloved and enduring
characters.

THE JOAD FAMILY'S ANCHOR:
MA'S ROLE IN THE NOVEL

Before diving into the quotes, it helps to
understand Ma Joad's position within the
n a r r a t i v e .  S h e  i s  n o t  t h e
protagonist—Tom  Joad  holds  that
r o l e — b u t  s h e  i s  a r g u a b l y  t h e
gravitational center of the story. As the
Joads lose their farm in Oklahoma and
embark  on  the  harrowing  journey  to
California, it is Ma who keeps the family
unit  intact.  She  manages  the  scarce
food, soothes frayed nerves, and makes
impossible decisions. Her strength is not
loud or boastful; it is the quiet power of a
woman who has learned to bend without
breaking.
Steinbeck  uses  Ma's  dialogue  and
internal  resolve  to  illuminate  key
themes:  the  importance  of  family,  the
dignity  of  the  poor,  and  the  need  for
collective  action  over  individualism.
When  readers  search  for  Ma  Joad
quotes  with  page  numbers,  they
often  seek  moments  that  crystallize
these  ideas.  The  following  sections
highlight  the most  impactful  passages,
each placed in its narrative context.

KEY MA JOAD QUOTES WITH
PAGE NUMBERS AND ANALYSIS

"Woman, she's
got the power of
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the family in her
hand." (Page

100)
This  line  appears  early  in  the  novel,
during a conversation between Ma and
Tom shortly before the family sets out.
M a  i s  e x p l a i n i n g  t h e  s h i f t  i n
responsibility that occurs when a family
faces crisis. She tells Tom that men are
like "the head" of the family, but women
are  "the  heart."  The  full  quote  reads:
"Woman,  she's  got  the  power  of  the
family in her hand. Man he goes out and
he makes the living. But woman, she's
the heart of the family."
Analysis:  This  quote  establishes  Ma's
worldview. She acknowledges traditional
gender roles but redefines them in a way
that  gives  women  profound  influence.
The  "power"  she  speaks  of  is  not
dominance but the ability to nurture and
preserve. For readers tracking Ma Joad
quotes with page numbers, this is a
foundational  moment.  It  sets  up every
subsequent action she takes. The page
number  reference  (100)  is  from  the
Penguin edition; in other editions it may
vary,  but  the  thematic  importance
remains  constant.

"We ain't gonna
die out. People is
goin'

on—changin' a
little, but goin'
on." (Page 200)
In the middle of the journey, camped by
a river,  Ma delivers one of the novel's
most famous lines. The family is tired,
demoralized, and facing the first of many
disappointments. Yet Ma insists on the
continuity  of  life.  She  says:  "We  ain't
gonna  d ie  ou t .  Peop le  i s  go in '
on—changin' a little, but goin' on."
Analysis:  This  quote  captures  Ma's
philosophy of endurance. She does not
deny  the  pain  or  the  change—she
accepts it. The phrase "changin' a little"
is crucial; she understands that survival
requires  adaptation.  For  students  and
readers  compiling  Ma  Joad  quotes
with  page  numbers,  this  is  often  a
favorite because it speaks to resilience
across generations. It also foreshadows
the  novel's  ambiguous  but  hopeful
ending.  Ma's  voice  here  becomes  a
chorus for all displaced families.

"Rich fellas come
up an' they die,
an' their kids
ain't no good, an'
they die out. But
we keep a-
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comin'." (Page
223)
Later,  as  the  Joads  face  hostility  in
California, Ma expands on her belief in
the endurance of the working class. She
contrasts  the  wealthy—who  she  says
"die  out"  because  their  children  lack
grit—with the poor, who "keep a-comin'."
Analysis: This quote reveals Ma's class
consciousness. She is not bitter, but she
is clear-eyed. Her observation is not just
about  biology;  it  is  about  cultural  and
moral  inheritance.  The  poor  survive
because they value community and hard
work. This passage is a favorite for those
analyzing social themes in The Grapes of
Wrath. When collecting Ma Joad quotes
with  page  numbers ,  this  one  is
essential  for  discussions  of  class  and
resilience.

"I'm scared of
the thing that
might happen.
But I ain't scared
of what has
happened."
(Page 120)
Early in the journey, Tom asks Ma if she
is  scared.  Her  answer  is  deceptively
simple:  "I'm  scared  of  the  thing  that
might happen. But I ain't scared of what
has happened."

Analysis:  This  quote  highlights  Ma's
pragmatic approach to fear. She refuses
to dwell  on past tragedies—the loss of
the  farm,  the  death  of  Grandpa,  the
family's dislocation. Instead, she focuses
on the unknown future, which she can
still influence. This mindset allows her to
remain  calm  in  chaos.  For  anyone
seeking  Ma Joad  quotes  with  page
numbers  that  demonstrate  emotional
strength, this is a prime example.

"Use' ta be the
fambly was fust.
It ain't so now.
It's anybody."
(Page 334)
Near the end of the novel, Ma articulates
her  most  radical  shift  in  thinking.  She
tells  Tom  that  the  old  idea  of  family
loyalty has been replaced by a broader
human solidarity. She says: "Use' ta be
the fambly was fust. It ain't so now. It's
anybody. Worse off we get, the more we
got to do."
Analysis:  This  is  perhaps  the  most
important quote for understanding Ma's
character  arc.  She  begins  the  novel
fiercely  protecting  her  nuclear  family,
but  by  the  end,  she  extends  that
protection  to  all  suffering  people.  This
quote  directly  supports  Steinbeck's
theme  of  col lect ive  act ion  over
individualism. For students tracking Ma
Joad quotes with page numbers, this
page (334) represents the climax of her
transformation.
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EXPLORING THEMES THROUGH
MA'S WORDS

The Power of the
Matriarch
Ma Joad embodies what some scholars
call  "matriarchal  resilience."  Unlike the
patriarchal model that dominated earlier
American  literature,  Ma's  leadership  is
based  on  inclusion  and  survival,  not
authority.  Her  quotes  repeatedly
emphasize  that  the  family's  survival
depends  on  i ts  women.  The  l ine
"Woman,  she's  got  the  power  of  the
family in her hand"  is  not  an abstract
statement—it  is  a  practical  truth  she
acts upon daily. She delegates, soothes,
and  when  necessary,  takes  command.
This makes her a progressive character
for the 1930s and a still-relevant model
for today.

Resilience and
Adaptation
Throughout  the  novel,  Ma's  speeches
about "goin' on" echo like a mantra. She
does not believe in a static, unchanging
way  of  life.  Instead,  she  embraces
evolution.  When the  Joads  must  leave
their home, she adapts. When traditional
family  structures  weaken,  she  adapts.
Her quote about changing "a little" but
continuing  is  a  lesson  in  flexibility.
Readers searching for Ma Joad quotes
with page numbers often gravitate to
these  passages  because  they  offer  a
blueprint for facing personal and societal
upheaval.

Class Solidarity
Over
Individualism
One  of  the  novel's  central  conflicts  is
between  the  "we"  of  the  migrant
community  and  the  "I"  of  American
rugged  individualism.  Ma's  journey
mirrors this shift. Early on, she is focused
exclusively on her own family. But by the
end,  she declares,  "It's  anybody."  This
radical  empathy  is  what  makes  her  a
hero.  In a world that tells  the poor to
compete against each other, Ma chooses
cooperation.  Her  quotes  on  class  and
community are among the most cited in
literary analysis.

HOW TO USE THESE QUOTES
EFFECTIVELY

If you are writing an essay, preparing a
presentation, or simply deepening your
understanding  of  the  novel,  keep  the
following tips  in  mind when using  Ma
Joad quotes with page numbers:

Always cite the edition. Page
numbers vary between publishers
(e.g., Penguin vs. Bantam).
Mention which edition you are
using.
Contextualize the quote. Don't
just drop a line into your writing.
Explain what has just happened in
the story and why Ma says what
she does.
Connect to themes. Link each
quote to a broader
idea—resilience, family, class,
gender roles. This shows you
understand the novel's deeper
layers.
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Use quotes sparingly but
powerfully. A few well-chosen
passages with accompanying
analysis are more effective than a
long list of lines without
explanation.

CONCLUSION: THE LASTING
LEGACY OF MA JOAD

Ma Joad is not just a character; she is an
archetype. She represents every mother,
grandmother,  and  caregiver  who  has
held  a  fami ly  together  through
impossible  circumstances.  Her  words,
carefully preserved in Ma Joad quotes

with  page  numbers,  continue  to
inspire readers nearly a century after the
novel's publication. From her declaration
of  maternal  power  to  her  cal l  for
universal solidarity, Ma's voice remains a
beacon of hope and strength.
Whether you are revisiting The Grapes of
Wrath  for  the  first  time  or  the  tenth,
exploring  these  quotes  deepens  your
appreciation  of  Steinbeck's  genius.  Ma
Joad teaches us that the human spirit is
stubborn, that community is sacred, and
that the only way forward is together. As
she  herself  might  say,  "We  keep  a-
comin'."


