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8 Introduction 
 

Since the dawn of time, humans have imagined the end of their world. The belief in this 

imminent end is far from a novelty and has been ingrained for millennia.  Generation after 

generation, humans have believed the moment to have come when the world could not bear 

them anymore. Scientists, religious leaders, radicals and anonymous authors have marked 

history with their doomsday predictions. Century after century the predictions have failed to 

realize, but the concerns around the end of the world have not died out. The success of books 

and films portraying cataclysmic events echoes this persistent fascination for doomsday. 

 With the environmental destruction of the planet caused by mankind, this end of the 

world feeling has intensified as parts of ecosystems and worlds are on the verge of extinction. 

Over the last decades, anxieties about the modern ways of living have emerged and worries 

regarding the end of the world have crystalized around environmental collapses. Consumerism, 

capitalism, rampant deforestation, and climate change have significantly altered the planet. 

Humans and corporations exploiting nature for their own benefits have caused long-lasting 

impacts on the planet.  As I am writing this dissertation in May 2020, the world is struck by a 

the Covid-19 global pandemic. The illegal trade of endangered species is, according to some, 

the cause of this outbreak of Covid-19 pandemic, which precipitated the world into chaos.  

 The year 2020 will mark one of the darkest moments in the twenty-first century. Covid-

19 has impacted countries all over the world, taking a high toll of human lives and causing 

irreversible damage to communities around the world. For the economist journalist Richard 

Partington “Global economy heads for deepest recession since Great Depression as business 

comes to near standstill” (The Guardian, 2020). Stock markets and oil prices have spectacularly 

fallen, economic systems in the wealthiest countries are on the verge of collapse, and millions 

of people are suffering from extreme health problems and poverty in developing countries. The 

coronavirus crisis has severely impacted the economic, political and social structures 

worldwide.   

In this pandemic context, narratives picturing the end of a society become reality. 

Literature may serve a crucial function in framing our responses to the coronavirus crisis. How 

will the world get out of the lockdown? Which lessons will be taken from this standstill? 

Collapse narratives, (eco)dystopias, climate change fiction offer a possibility to look at what is 
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next. Several futures are possible, depending on how human beings will adapt to this changing 

world.  In March, Politico Magazine interviewed ‘famous thinkers’ on their predictions on what 

is to come. Professor Klinenberg, teaching sociology at NYU, predicts that the coronavirus 

pandemic will “mark the end of our romance with market society and hyper-individualism.(...) 

will force us to reconsider who we are and what we value, and, in the long run, it could help us 

rediscover the better version of ourselves. (Kleinberg, March 2020) 

Surprisingly, moving away from a market society and hyper-individualism is the 

response two American authors, Jean Hegland and McCarthy, propose in their influential novels 

Into The forest and The Road. Although many science-fiction novels have discussed the 

challenges of the twenty-first century, few resonate so deeply in this pandemic context.  Jean 

Hegland started to write Into The Forest more than twenty years ago, but her novel could not 

be more topical. Published in 1996, Into The Forest already foreshadows the collapse of the 

western civilization after years of intensive human depletion of the earth. In a collapsed world, 

where oil and electricity are only vague memories, the author reflects on how humans can move 

away from consumerism and reconnect with the natural world. In his Pulitzer-prize winning 

novel The Road (published in 2006), McCarthy echoes the growing concerns about the future 

of the next generations. Set in a devastated America, The Road explores the end of our modern 

industrial society. After an unnamed catastrophe devastated the land, the last humans must 

adapt to a dead and burnt landscape. Although the catastrophe is never clearly mentioned, the 

author suggests that humans have brought their own demise.  

Extensive research on McCarthy’s The Road has already been conducted regarding 

issues such as philosophy, theology, gender studies, waste studies. However not one study to 

my knowledge has drawn a parallel with Into The forest. The comparison of the two books is 

highly valuable as both novels describe the end of modern society and focus on two 

protagonists: a father and his son in The Road and two orphan sisters in Into The Forest. Yet, 

more than solely presenting the end of the western society, the novels are mostly stories of 

survival and adaptation. Particular attention is given to the evolution of the characters: how they 

move away from consumerism, create new caring relations and transgress their gender 

roles.           

This dissertation aims to examine how the two novels explore different futures and 

reshape the concepts such as human, nature, care and gender. The first chapter considers the 

growing success of novels picturing an altered future. From dystopian narratives to post-

apocalyptic novels and climate fiction stories, those innumerable novels have created the need 
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for different categories. Literary critics have often referred to Into The Forest and The Road in 

those terms. However, it seems that critics do not agree on which genre would best define the 

two books. The first chapter gives a brief overview and characteristics of dystopian, post-

apocalyptic and climate fiction literature. It points out that none of the above terms fully 

addresses the theme of the novels and argues for a better term: Anthropocene fiction, whose 

key characteristics are then discussed.  

The second chapter analyzes how the two novels engage with questions related to the 

Anthropocene, the latest geological epoch in earth’s history characterized by human impact on 

earth.  This chapter compares the different ways modern society has collapsed in the two novels 

and how they explore the main anxieties of the twenty-first century. While the two books 

highlight the human impact leading to the deterioration and devastation of the planet, the future 

they depict differs significantly. Into The Forest depicts “the million shades of green” (176) 

whereas The Road focuses on the “nights dark beyond darkness” (3). The portrayal of the setting 

is a crucial element in the story’s conception. Therefore, particular attention is given to the role 

of nature as a benevolent or threatening force.  

Central to the novels is the new ethics of care that arises from the survivalist settings. 

The third chapter of this dissertation investigates how the two characters in both novels rely on 

each other to survive and develop new bonds in times of scarcity. The work of Servigne, 

L’entraide l’autre loi de la jungle, which highlights human and nonhuman interdependence 

sheds light on both novels As human beings need mutual aid to survive, this chapter analyzes 

how caring for a family member, a stranger or for nature enables the protagonists to create a 

better world.   

Finally, reading through the lens of gender, the last chapter analyzes how the two novels 

imagine gender roles in alternative ways and engage with postgenderism. The first part of this 

chapter gives a theoretical framework to understand the concepts of gender, gender roles and 

postgenderism. It also analyzes how gender is performed in America. The second part 

underlines how Into The Forest and The Road engage with postgenderism and points out that 

the characters display behaviors that blur traditional gendered categories. 
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9 Chapter 1: From Dystopian to Anthropocene fiction 
 

McCarthy’s The Road and Hegland’s Into The Forest enter the category of best-seller 

books picturing the collapse of societies. McCarthy’s Pulitzer-prize winning novel The Road 

(published in 2006) tells the journey of an unnamed father and his son on the road, navigating 

a new and hostile world devastated by an unnamed catastrophe. The mother is absent from the 

narrative as she committed suicide short after the disaster, leaving his son and husband alone in 

the decaying world. Travelling South in a dim hope of warmer winters, the two protagonists 

make their way through an abandoned American landscape. However, the road is a place of bad 

encounters and their chance of survival is dim. The novel depicts a dead and barren landscape 

in which nothing grows. Nature has died out under a thick layer of ashes. Food is scarce and 

the few last survivors have turned into cannibalized gangs. Fighting hunger, death and 

cannibalism, the father and the son rely on each other. In The Road, we witness a caring and 

intense father-son relationship at the end of the world. The novel has known a considerable 

worldwide success with translations in more than forty languages, more than two and a half 

million copies sold, and also a film adaptation of in 2009.  

The second book we will analyze in this study is Jean Hegland’s Into the Forest written 

in 1996. Set in California, it focuses on two teenage sisters, Eva and Nell, surviving on their 

own on the edge of the forest. Living in a remote area, they remain alone after the death of their 

parents and the instability of the state. The country in which they live, America, is facing many 

challenges: electricity cuts off, food stores are empty, people are dying from a number of 

diseases. Since their parents and the state on which they relied cannot help them anymore, the 

sisters can only count on themselves to survive. Facing an uncertain future, the teenage girls 

are forced to reexamine their way of living. They start taking advantage of their surroundings, 
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slowly moving deeper into the forest in order to find some food and resources. While adapting 

to new challenges, they rediscover how to live with nature. The forest gradually becomes a safe 

place to call home. Published in 1996, Into The Forest remains a very topical book that 

addresses the ways in which humans can reconnect with the natural world. Whereas the novel 

was a limited success when it was published in 1996, twenty years later it gained a surge in 

popularity with its translation in fifteen different languages, including French in 2017 and its 

film adaptation in 2015.  

Both McCarthy’s The Road and Hegland’s Into The Forest are part of the broad category 

of works depicting human survival after a catastrophe. Within science fiction, several sub-

genres have emerged to include the variety of narratives focusing on an altered future. However, 

the boundaries of each literary category are often subject to overlap. McCarthy’s The Road has 

been extensively analyzed from many different angles and literary critics have labelled it 

differently regarding their fields of study (waste studies, philosophy, theology, gender 

studies…). Because the story of The Road is about the end of a civilization, some critics have 

referred to it as a dystopia (Softing 2013, Mildaf 2014, Sharma 2019). In his article ‘Dystopian 

Satire in Cormac McCarthy’s The Road’, Professor Mifdal Mohamed states that The Road 

works as a dystopian satire in which “the workings of society as a whole are scrutinized and 

criticized” arguing that the “ dystopian mood of the narrative serves as a warning against the 

inevitability of the destruction of the real world.” (2). Many other critics, focusing on the 

inhospitable and barren landscape, have approached The Road as a post-apocalyptic narrative. 

(Kunsa 2009, Harwig 2013, Morgenstern 2014).  In their articles, they discuss the “after 

catastrophe” with a focus on the remains of the old world. In the decaying world of The Road, 

Harwig points out in his article ‘McCarthy’s The Road and ‘A world to come’’ that “the 

remnants and memory of things become the book’s way to reveal inexpressible loss”(45). 

Moreover, within the post-apocalyptic subgenre, critics have linked the main themes of The 
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Road to the events of 9/11. The importance of the loss, the sacrifice and the pessimism that run 

through the novel, are many reminders of the post 9/11 context. Written in 2006, The Road is 

often perceived as an answer to the events of 9/11. (Hageman 2015, Sullivan 2013, Grootveld 

2019) The terrorist attacks on the American soil, have indeed brought considerable anxiety. 

Since the novel is marked by a stark hopelessness, Hageman argues in her essay ‘Hopeless 

Decade’ that The Road reveals “the pessimism which emerges during the hopeless decade due 

to the fear caused by 9/11” (2). For other critics, The Road is best understood via its ecological 

dimension. For the environmental journalist Georges Monbiot, The Road is “the most 

environmental book ever written” (The Guardian, 2007). The novel has indeed been analyzed 

as an eco-apocalyptic narrative by the critic Mcsweeney.  In his article ‘Each night is Darker’, 

he points out that “the planet’s fragile ecosystem has been devastated” (45). The idea that the 

narrative tackles the environmental issue is also shared by Ben De Bruyn. “The novel does not 

simply evoke the ruin of human stewardship, but the ruin of nature itself” and the novel 

“emphasizes that there is no planet to replace it” (778). While some critics acknowledge the 

importance of the environmental issue in The Road, the literary critic Adam Trexler points out 

that “other critics denied the novel was about global warming or ignored climate change 

outright”. (18). After analyzing these different approaches, we can better understand why The 

Road has been labelled differently according to the focus of the literary critics.  

Compared to The Road, Hegland’s Into The Forest has received little scholarly 

attention. The novel, written in 1996, has been mostly rediscovered recently, with the climate 

change movement and the ecofeminist perspective. In her article ‘Ecofeminism, Motherhood, 

and the Post-Apocalyptic Utopia’ (2008), the critic Heidy Hutner conducted a groundbreaking 

analysis on ecofeminism and motherhood in which she highlights the link between “the 

domination of the nature and the exploitation and oppression of women.” (68). She points out 

that the protagonists of Into The Forest “seek heavens outside their dystopian world in 
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feminized Edens” while “reconnecting with family members and living in nature” (76). With 

her analysis of Into the Forest as an ecofeminist novel, Hutner indicates that the construction 

of “idealized feminized societies” could be a way out the dystopian world (68).    

Overall, those studies regarding The Road and Into The Forest provide important 

insights into the different labels used to refer to both novels.  The next section will explore the 

definitions of the three sub-genres both novels have often been associated with, namely the 

dystopian genre, the post-apocalyptic genre and climate fiction (Cli-Fi). However, this 

dissertation argues that even if those categories fit The Road and Into The Forest to a certain 

point, they do not fully address the themes of the novels. There is a need here to use a more 

comprehensive term that would encompass all the fundamental questions raised in the two 

novels. ‘What is the place of human in the world?’, ‘how do human relate to each other and to 

nature?’, “What does it mean to be human in the twenty-first century?”. Therefore, the novels 

will be analyzed within a broader approach and will be considered as Anthropocene fiction.   

1.2 : Dystopian Fiction 

In his study ‘The origins of dystopia in Wells, Huxley and Orwell’, Gregory Claeys 

(2010) illustrates that the term Dystopia was first coined in the late nineteenth century, after the 

events of the French revolution. Much writing at this time appeared to be satires upon the failed 

aspirations of the revolution and the Enlightenment conception of life. Those satires were 

classified under the term “dystopia” as a response to “utopia”, which refers to a perfect society. 

Therefore, dystopias mainly refer to failed utopias, in other words as an idealistic society that 

went wrong. Dystopias are “sharply critical of the societies they reflect” (Claeys,107). Societies 

“in which evil, or negative social and political developments, have the upper hand” (107). 

Dystopias are often set in a near future world, in which the excesses of society are taken to 

extremes and become serious dangers for the future. One of the main themes addressed in such 
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stories, is the danger of a total government control. In dystopian writings, humans live under 

strict government control and oppression. A blatant example is the famous novel 1984 written 

by George Orwell’s in 1948. In this bleak setting, the head of government, “Big Brother”, 

enforces pervasive surveillance over his people. With the continuous evolution of technology, 

technological control becomes also one of the key concepts in dystopian writing.  

 Reflecting on today’s young adult dystopias, Morrison writes an article called ‘YA 

dystopias teach children to submit to the free market, not fight authority’ (2014). In his article, 

he argues that young adults’ dystopias “all depict rebellions against the state and promote a tacit 

right wing libertarianism” (The Guardian 2014). He argues that novels or films as The Hunger 

Games or Divergent vehiculate wrong ideas about the society. In those stories, particular 

emphasis is put on the bravery of an individual against a totalitarian state which promotes left 

wings idea about “big government, the welfare state, progress, social planning and equality” 

(Morrison, The Guardian 2014 ). However, Morrison points out that picturing individualism 

against a powerful communist state is outdated. In today’s western society, the ones in power 

are not the states anymore but private global corporations and lobbies. 

Although not written in the same context of 1984, The Hunger Games (2008) also 

illustrates the marked tendency of repression and surveillance, fears instilled by the old 

communist world. In a ruined America, the dystopian society of Panem avoids rebellion by 

enforcing complete authority over the districts. Once a year, the most powerful district “The 

Capitol” holds televised survival games, in which one boy and one girl from each district must 

fight to death. After the death of every competitor, the last survivor is proclaimed the winner. 

No escape to this brutal society is permitted, the selected tributes have to comply with the rules 

and fight until death while the inhabitants of every district watch the games recorded on 

television. This brief overview of The Hunger Games highlights strong similarities with 1984. 

Both books portray an oppressed population controlled by technology and where the loss of 
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free engenders a loss of individuality and humanity. However, by picturing an all controlling 

totalitarian government, young adults ’dystopias fail to represent the challenges of today’s 

society: the rise of capitalism and the considerable power held by private global corporations.  

In his essay ‘Dystopian satire in Cormac McCarthy’s The Road’, Professor Mildaf 

analyzes The Road as part of the dystopian tradition. He argues that the novel “employs a 

dystopian frame to criticize the American postmodern and late-capitalist society”(12). In the 

late capitalist society, particular emphasis is put on “narcissism, materialism, consumerism” 

(7). His article considers the warning role of the novel in which “the dystopian reality of 

barbarity and struggle only reveals what is at work in the real world” (7). In the same vein, Into 

The Forest is analyzed as a dystopia for the critique it holds on the late capitalist society. In her 

article ‘Ecofeminism, Motherhood, and the Post-Apocalyptic Utopia’ Hutner argues that “in 

the midst of this dystopian socio-economic chaos, the late capitalist world is in an 

environmental crisis on multiple levels”. (70)  

Taken together, the term dystopia has been used to refer to The Road and Into The Forest 

because the novel criticizes the late capitalist and consumerist society. Yet, the two novels do 

not fully fit the category of Dystopian literature. Neither The Road, nor Into The Forest address 

the issues of societal repression, governmental control or include political references.  The 

world of The Road is even devoid of important structures as governments, religions, or states. 

Indicating the direction on a map, the father tells his son:  

These are our roads, the black lines on the map. The state roads. 

Why are they the state roads?  

Because they used to belong to the states. What used to be called the states.  

But there's not any more states?  

No. ( TR 36) 
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Although the maps of McCarthy’s The Road can be recognized (Kunsa, 62), its setting is mostly 

a devastated landscape of dead trees.  Important structures such as states, that the reader takes 

for granted, are meaningless for the boy. Shortly born after the catastrophe, the boy never knew 

the old world and only perceives it through his father’s past recollections. As this extract 

demonstrates, the world of The Road lacks important structures so crucial for dystopian 

narratives. Instead of depicting an escape from the state's oppression, the two novels rather 

show how protagonists reinvent life without any structures to rely on and how they manage to 

survive on their own.  

1.2: Post-Apocalyptic Fiction 

 

McCarthy’s The Road is, in many ways, closer to post-apocalyptic fiction. In his pioneer 

book After  the  End:  Representations  of  Post-Apocalypse (1999), James Berger defines the 

apocalypse in two ways. The first sense of Apocalypse is the eschaton, the end of the world as 

imagined in the New testament. The word “Apocalypse” comes from the Greek apokalypsis 

meaning a revelation or “unveiling of the true order”. Many ancient myths and stories highlight 

the belief that the end of time will bring a new beginning (e.g. Noah’s flood). In those legends, 

the world is purified from the evil by a cataclysm, and only few humans holding to morality 

remain. The second representation of the Apocalypse, as Berger further argues, is influenced 

by historical events that changed the world and destroy all prospects of hope for a better world:  

a Nazi death camp, an ecological disaster or a nuclear explosion. 

I discussed the Apocalypse as an historical trauma - a catastrophic and obliterating event 

that actually has occurred and that generates symptoms that define the world that 

follows. (...) The Holocaust is the paradigmatic instance of an apocalypse in history. 

(Berger 59). 

 

 In this sense of the Apocalypse, the meaning of “unveiling the true order” is lost. One crucial 

and pivotal event was the Second World War with the Holocaust and its death camps. After 
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such atrocities, it was impossible to understand the apocalypse as a revelation of the good. The 

worst had occurred and changed the face of the world. As a result, the Christian Apocalypse 

tradition of purifying cataclysm turned with time into a bleaker genre where the end of the 

world does not make sense. The faith in a better world after the end has faded away since “the 

worst catastrophe every imaginable has already happened” (Berger, 31).  

The post-apocalypse time, more than the apocalypse moment itself, has been the subject 

of considerable amount of works. Twenty years after the publication of After the end James 

Berger remains a prominent expert of apocalyptic writing. However, the post-apocalyptic genre 

has considerably evolved. In her recent study ‘The end of the world: cultural ways of world 

making in contemporary post-apocalyptic narratives’ Marion Gymnick (2019) elaborates on 

Berger’s influential book and analyzes the evolution of the post-apocalyptic genre. She points 

out that narratives before the twenty-first century “do not focus on survival, detailing instead 

the end of humankind or even of all life on the planet” (Gymnick, 61). Those older stories 

describe a wrecked world, destroyed by a cataclysm which is often in the form of a pandemic, 

flood, nuclear explosion or asteroid colliding the earth.  After the disaster, human life has been 

wiped out from the planet. No plants or humans have survived and the reader has a glimpse at 

the last days of humanity on earth. The tradition of “last-man” stories subscribes the idea that 

no one will ever survive in the wake of the apocalypse. Among typical last-man novels, 

Shelley’s The last man (1826) responds to the fear of pandemic. After a plague, a sole survivor 

records the last day of humankind on earth. In the same vein, Shute’s On the beach (1957) 

conjures a world devastated by nuclear conflicts. The last men on earth are patiently waiting 

for death as radiations expand further and further. In the last-man narratives the themes of 

loneliness and writing are crucial as the last humans on earth only have a limited time left to 

write their accounts of the catastrophe before human life disappears forever.  
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More recent novels present a more hopeful version of the post-apocalypse. According 

to Marion Gymnick “more recent post-apocalyptic fiction shows a striking tendency to tell 

stories of survivors” (67). Most of them tell the stories of small groups trying to survive in 

hostile environments. Despite a large-scale destruction, the novels also foreground “a certain 

element of hope” (67) that human life will continue no matter the difficulties and atrocities 

encountered. As a result, contemporary post-apocalyptic narratives are more stories of survival 

rather than stories of human extinction. Among the novels published since 2000s, “ there have 

been best-sellers such such as Margaret Atwood's MaddAddam trilogy (2003-2013), David 

Mitchell's Cloud Atlas (2004), and Max Brooks's World War Z (2006)” (Gymnick, 67). Other 

examples of post-apocalyptic fiction picturing the life of survivors in an inhospitable landscape 

“include the comic series The Walking Dead by Robert Kirkman (2003)” (Gymnick, 67). Those 

acclaimed works do not only imagine the end of the world but go further in describing what life 

could be in a society/environment that has considerably changed. The way humans lived, 

interacted and dealt with problems is no longer the same, the previous vital infrastructures are 

shattered, institutional and organizational structures have collapsed. The apocalypse brought 

confusion and chaos.  The novels raise critical questions regarding the values and moral 

principles of the old world. In their struggle to survive, humans might abandon their previous 

principles and reconsider what was previously prohibited by society. Gymnick discusses that “ 

probably the most blatant example of the shift from ‘prohibited' to 'allowed' lies in the 

references to cannibalism that can be found in The Walking Dead.” (Gymnick, 70)  

McCarthy’s novel The Road and Hegland’s Into the Forest have regularly been referred 

to as a post-apocalyptic stories. As a matter of fact, both novels are related in many ways to the 

characteristics of contemporary post-apocalyptic novels. They are set in the aftermath of an 

unnamed catastrophe and focus on the survival of lost humans in a devastated world. A father 

and his son in The Road are doing their best to survive in a world reduced to dust where nothing 
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grows anymore. And two sisters in Into The Forest must adapt to a collapsed society in which 

things taken for granted as the telephone and electricity have slowly broken down. 

Moreover, The Road, much more than Into the Forest, raises some questions around the moral 

behaviors of the survivors.  In their struggle to survive, some humans begin to turn to 

unimaginable and immoral acts such as cannibalism. Taken together, those characteristics of 

the novels indicate the post-apocalyptic genre as the right subcategory.  

However, one mistake would be to underestimate the importance of the relationship 

between the protagonists, their adaptation to a changing world and the link with the natural 

world. I argue that those elements are at the center of the novels. Jean Hegland, author of Into 

The Forest explains in an interview for the journal Diacritik  that the first topic of her novel “ 

was not so much the end of the world as the story of two very young girls in the middle of the 

forest.” In her novel she wanted to focus on “what they were going to learn, the challenges they 

were going to face by the simple fact of being cut off from everything” (Diacritik, Hegland, 

2019. In the same interview, she even goes further, saying that “Into The Forest, especially 

these days, gets kind of shelled with post-apocalyptic fiction or even more than that, with 

dystopian fiction. And I keep trying to say it is not really the case, that it is, in my opinion, a 

book of hope ”(Diacritik, Hegland 2019). This interview is entitled: “l’importance d’être mal 

lu” and refers to the ongoing success of  this novel which was not intended to attract readers 

with the apocalypse theme. In the interview, Hegland explains that the question that drove her 

whole book was not about survival in the post-apocalypse but rather the exploration of “what 

are the things that matter the most to human beings?” (Diacritik, Hegland, 2019). The answer 

she foregrounds in her novel is “the relationship with each other, the relationship with the planet 

and the relationship with creativity”. Compared to the post-apocalyptic novels cited above by 

Gymnick ( Maddaddam, World War Z, The Walking Dead) , Into The Forest does not present 

such horrible living conditions. Even though the future in which the sisters live lacks electricity 
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and modern appliance, the girls are able to live quite well relying on the forest as a food 

provider. In this context, even if the setting of Hegland’s novel depicts a decaying society, the 

planet is still viable. Into The Forest is therefore far from being related to a post-apocalyptic 

world.  

By contrast, McCarthy’s The Road contains a number of post-apocalyptic elements:  an 

unnamed catastrophe, a devastated landscape, barren silent nature, and an impending void. Fires 

are still burning in some places, nothing grows any more, and food becomes very scarce. The 

Road, much more than Into the Forest is about survival in a barren landscape that has nothing 

left to help humans survive. However, the apocalypse is not the main theme of the novel. What 

is central to The Road is the depiction of the extremely strong relationship between a father and 

his son. In spite of all the hardships, the protagonists show extreme tenderness and immense 

love for each other as they are “each the other's world entire” (TR,6). Staging the characters in 

a collapsed world, McCarthy gets rid of the unnecessary and focuses deeply on fatherly love. 

Moreover, the author dedicated his Pulitzer-prize winning novel to his son John (TR, preface), 

a sign that insists on the fact that the novel focuses on relationship. In an interview with Rolling 

Stone, McCarthy expresses his view on fatherhood after becoming father for the second time: 

 “Being a septuagenarian dad in the modern age is sobering. When you’re 

young and single, you hang out in bars and don’t think about what’s going 

to happen,” McCarthy says. “But in the next fifty years when you have kids, 

you start thinking of their life and the world they have to live in. And that’s 

a sobering thought these days.” (Rolling Stone, McCarthy, 2007) 

 

Picturing his son in a decaying world, McCarthy may reflect on the gloomy future humans give 

to the next generations. Having kids makes him aware of the challenges future generations will 

face and what kind of “world they have to live in” (Rolling Stone, McCarthy,2007) Therefore, 

I believe that the The Road, despite its apocalyptic setting and ending, foregrounds new 

relationship between protagonists and reinvents a sense of being human in a world devoid of 

nature. The label “post-apocalyptic writing” is in many ways too restrictive.  
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1.3: Climate Change Fiction 

 

Recent climate change issues have given way to a new fiction genre focusing on futures 

altered by global warming. The term climate fiction, often labeled as “Cli-Fi”, emerged for the 

first time in 2008, coined by the climate activist and journalist Dan Bloom. The key feature of 

this subgenre is “the utilization of scientific scenarios and fictional speculations as ways to 

conceive, visualize, and cope with uncertain possible futures” (Herold, Farzin and Gaines 2016: 

610). Making scientific data accessible via fiction is not the only goal of climate change fiction. 

In his book Climate Change Fiction (2016), Mehnert points out that novels narrating ecological 

devastation also create a link between the human and global warming.  “In providing vivid 

imaginaries that bear justice to the representational challenges, climate change fiction actively 

shapes how we come to know climate change” ( Mehnert, 10). Depicting environmental issues 

as caused by human (in)action, is the function embodied by novels such as Amsterdam's Things 

we didnt see Coming (2009) and Daniel Kramb's From Here (2012). Such novels urge the 

readers to rethink their interaction with the world they inhabit.  

1.4: Anthropocene Fiction 

 

Adam Trexler, the author of the influential book The novel in a time of climate change: 

Anthropocene fiction is one of the first to challenge the term climate fiction. According to him, 

the term climate fiction underemphasizes the impact of humankind in the climate crisis we are 

experiencing today. The words “climate change” and “global warming” have indeed been the 

subject of many debates regarding the human impact on the environmental crisis. Some climate 

negationists have “spread doubts that human emissions are the main cause of climate change” 

(Trexler, 2015:3) Therefore, the author prefers the label “Anthropocene fiction” which directly 

https://www.google.be/search?hl=fr&tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Antonia+Mehnert%22&source=gbs_metadata_r&cad=8
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refers to the human, “anthropo” in Greek. The term Anthropocene was first been popularized 

by Paul J. Crutzen in 2003 to define a new geological epoch. He argues that the world is 

witnessing a change in earth's time scale: from the Holocene to the Anthropocene. The 

Holocene refers to the past ten thousand years following the last major glacial period. However 

since the mid-20th century, the impact of humankind on the earth has shaped another epoch: 

the Anthropocene, a combination from the Greek “Anthropo” for  man and “cene” for  new, 

meaning the “New Age of Humans”: “the Earth System has recently moved well outside the 

range of natural variability exhibited over the last half million year. The changes now occurring 

(...) are unprecedented and unsustainable’ (Crutzen and Steffen, 2003: 235). The start of the 

Anthropocene corresponds to the beginning of the nuclear age and to the “Great acceleration”, 

which refers to the population growth and increased mass consumption beginning in the mid-

20th century. In their article ‘How Long Have We Been in the Anthropocene Era?’, the authors 

point out that “in a few generations mankind is exhausting the fossil fuels that were generated 

over several hundred million years, resulting in large emissions of air pollutants” (Crutzen and 

Steffen, 2003: 251). Earth’s resources have been depleted by intensive boring in search for oil, 

coal mining, deforestation for intensive cultivation of lands. With their heavy consumption, 

humans have altered the earth, leaving an indelible signature in the rock strata.  Therefore, 

referring to Anthropocene fiction rather than climate fiction helps “to move beyond the narrow 

questions of truth and falsity with regard to climate change” (Trexler, 2015: 4) and closes off 

the debate whether humans have an impact on climate change. Anthropocene fiction illustrates 

thus clearly that humans are guilty of the current ecological crisis and therefore complicit in 

their own demise.  

Another significant aspect of Anthropocene fiction is the fundamental question it raises 

regarding technological progress. In the past centuries, experts developed technologies that 

allowed humans to live better and longer. Central to the western society is the myth of progress 
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that relies on an endless technological development. This myth describes the idea that 

technology will keep on improving human lives as it did for the previous generations. In 

response to narratives picturing brilliant prospects, Anthropocene fiction “challenges science 

fiction’s technological optimism, general antipathy towards life science and patriotic 

individualism” (Trexler,14). Trexler urges authors to write novels in which a return to basics is 

described, away from technology. By depicting altered futures, Anthropocene fiction shows the 

limits and fractures of the myth of progress. Since this myth relies on the exponential growth 

of production & extraction, wealth, technologies and global warming, our actual society may 

not bare this pace any longer.  

Pablo Servigne, doctor in science, developed a new field of study called “Collapsology” 

in which he analyzes the future collapse of the industrial civilization and predicts what could 

possibly follow. In his book Comment tout peut s’effonder (2015), the author analyzes that the 

exponential growth, on which the myth of progress relies, will sooner or later reach a limit, 

reversing the trend. Humans live in an increasingly connected and networked society where one 

crisis will bring another, triggering a domino effect.  This central idea in Collapsology is called 

the “convergence of the crisis” (Servigne, 25). Such an example is to be found in the news as 

we are going through the corona global pandemic, forcing industries, restaurants and shops to 

close, impacting their suppliers, and gradually the whole global economy. This economic crisis 

is putting pressure on the political and on the social, where the social gap between the rich and 

the poor has never been as significant. The convergence of crisis may lead to the collapse of 

the whole system. Writing this analysis in the context of the corona virus crisis, we may well 

anticipate that the industrial world will not be able to stand this crisis and will need to make 

way to a new system. Pablo Servigne writes that “aujourd'hui, la mondialisation a créé des 

risques systémiques globaux et c'est la première fois que la possibilité d'un effondrement à très 

grande échelle, presque globale, est devenu envisageable. (252). However, he insists upon the 
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fact that “les effondrements ne sont pas suivis d’une fin du monde” (88). The collapse of a 

society does not mean the end of the world, but the end of the industrial society as we know it. 

In his book, he imagines how humans could organize a new society in which life might be very 

different from now.  

Having discussed how Anthropocene fiction reveals the human impact on the ecological 

crisis and how it challenges the belief in endless progress, let us turn now to a third key feature 

of Anthropocene fiction.  According to Pieter Vermeulen, Professor of American literature at 

the University of Leuven, Anthropocene Fiction engages with “the recalibration of the 

relationship between human and non human life” (Vermeulen, 2017: 871). The myth of 

progress, by praising the human ingenuity, has elevated human beings above the rest of the 

natural ecosphere. Humans who were, in ancient times, in connection with nature have now 

been exploiting the earth, extracting resources, polluting rivers and cutting trees. For 

Anthropocene authors, it is high time they reevaluated our position in the world. De Cristofaro, 

Professor in contemporary literature at the University of Birmingham and author of the article 

‘The Literature of the Anthropocene’ argues that the Anthropocene “challenge us to think 

beyond the human scale, to imagine planetary forces, histories and spaces in the force of which 

we shrink into insignificance” (4). Vermeulen and De Cristofaro engage with the idea of 

rethinking the meaning of human and relate to the conception of posthumanism “in which the 

human operates as one agent among others” (Vermeulen, 2017: 868). Anthropocene fiction 

reminds us that human life cannot be disentangled from nonhuman life and urges us to rethink 

our connections with the natural world.  

Taken together, the studies presented above provide evidence that more than only 

dealing with environmental issues, Anthropocene fiction also highlights the human 

responsibility in climate change, challenges the myth of progress, and engage with 

posthumanism. This analysis of the key features will prove useful in expanding our 
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understanding of how The Road and Into The Forest reshape our understanding of human 

beings and therefore engage with the Anthropocene in creative ways.  

10 Chapter 2: Falling Trees versus Living Forest  
 

 About two decades ago, Hegland and McCarthy published their influential novels Into The 

Forest and The Road. While the term ‘Anthropocene’ was only coined for the first time in 2003, 

Hegland’s novel, published in 1996, might be a pioneer work for the Anthropocene fiction. In 

the same vein, The Road, published in 2006, also confronts the major challenges of the 

Anthropocene. This chapter analyses how the two novels engage in creating ways with 

Anthropocene fiction, dealing with its key characteristics as the human responsibility in climate 

change, the challenge postulated against the myth of progress and the conception of 

posthumanism.   

2.1: Human Footprint 

 

As chapter one of this paper highlights, humankind has become a geological force able 

to alter the earth’s surface. According to Adam Trexler, author of The novel in a time of climate 

change: Anthropocene fiction, Anthropocene fiction illustrates that humans are guilty of the 

current ecological crisis and therefore complicit in their own demise.  

In The Road, McCarthy immerses the reader into a decaying future significantly altered 

by human destructive activity. He makes extensive use of climate change vocabulary to depict 

a very hostile environment described as “Barren, silent, godless.” (TR,4). In that landscape, no 

plants have survived, the soil has lost its fertility. Since nature is dying out, a deep silence reigns 

over the world, only interrupted by falling trees producing “sharp crack from somewhere on the 

mountain” (TR,35).  

The opening extract already sets the pessimistic tone of the novel: “When he woke up 

in the woods in the dark and the cold of the night, he’d reach out to touch the child sleeping 

beside him.  Nights dark beyond darkness and the days more gray each one than what had gone 

before" (TR, 3). From the very beginning of the story, the novel presents a barren landscape 

where everything has burnt during days after an unnamed catastrophe and has been covered 

under a thick layer of ash. Yet, the catastrophe is never clearly explained, the only few lines 

describing the unnamed disaster remain vague:  “The clocks stopped at 1:17. A long shear of 
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light and then a series of low concussions (…) he went into the bathroom and threw the light 

switch but the power was already gone. A dull rose glow in the window glass” (TR, 52). Some 

critics refer to the event as a nuclear war, others interpret it as an asteroid strike or a variety of 

ecological disasters. However as Pablo Servigne argues in his book Comment tout peut 

s’effondrer , even a natural disaster is, in a way, related to human activity(25).  Whatever the 

nature of the catastrophe, humankind has caused its own destruction. No animals, no plants, not 

even colors remain in the desolated American wasteland as everything has taken the gray color 

of ashes:  

The road passed through a stark black burn. Charred and limbless trunks of trees 

stretching away on every side. Ash moving over the road and the sagging hands of 

blind wire strung from the blackened light poles whining thinly in the wind. A burned 

house in the clearing and beyond that reach of meadowlands stark and gray and raw 

red mud bank where a road works lay abandoned. (TR, 8) 

 

This passage echoes the very pessimistic tone of the novel. The repetitive use of words like 

“gray” “black” “cold” “burned” emphasizes a vision of death and decay. McCarthy renders the 

desolation of the world with the ashes that are the only things “moving”. Moreover, no 

difference exists between the charred and limbless trunks of trees and the blackened light pole. 

Both have been devoid of their main characteristics as they stand without their “branches” and 

“wires”. Those standing dead trees and poles highlight that both nature and modern tool have 

lost their functions and humans have to survive without electricity or trees that could provide 

them with oxygen, shelter and a livable ecosystem  

Through this passage, McCarthy may also reflect on the human imprint on nature. Even 

before the catastrophe, wild places were altered by human traces, “a road”, “light poles”, 

“meadowlands”, and “roadworks”. Portraying nature without human influence seems 

impossible in the Anthropocene era. In his novel, McCarthy seems to imply that even the 

catastrophe is human made. He describes a landscape with dead trees and puts central focus on 

the “eternal ash” (TR,80) which could mirror  the wildfires in the real world destroying large 

part of nature. When he wrote his novel, McCarthy may have been influenced by huge fires in 

2006, burning thousands of acres in Grand Canyon. In an interview conducted by Oprah 

Winfrey in 2008, McCarthy reveals that the conception of The Road originated from his anxiety 

for his son’s future. “I just had this image of what this town might look like in 50 or 100 years… 

fires up on the hill and everything being laid to waste, and I thought a lot about my little boy.” 

(Winfrey, McCarthy, 2008) 
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Haunted by fires, McCarthy anticipates the future fire disasters of the twenty-first 

century. As I am writing this thesis in 2020, I am witnessing Australia’s  by fierce bushfires. 

Towns, animals and humans have been engulfed by the flames, echoing so intensely the setting 

of The Road. In his article ‘Australia deadly wildfires’, CNN journalist Jessie Yeung writes that 

“climate change has worsened the scope and impact of natural disasters like fires and floods -- 

weather conditions are growing more extreme, and for years, the fires have been starting earlier 

in the season and spreading with greater intensity” (CNN, 2020). McCarthy could therefore be 

seen as a visionary author who could depict the fire disasters caused by humans.  

McCarthy also highlights in The Road that the natural world has died out and is buried 

under the remains of the old consumerist culture. He uses a strong iconography of the dead 

natural world to emphasize that there is “no sign of life” (TR,12;21) and that concrete buildings 

and roads have taken the place of nature. Along the road, the father and the boy “walked the 

littered streets” (TR,150) and make their way through “the long concrete sweeps of the interstate 

exchanges” (TR, 23), or “ crossed a river by an old concrete bridge”(TR,6 ). What remains in 

the world is “made out of concrete and will probably be there for hundreds of years” (TR, 20). 

While human construction will last forever, nature is vanishing. McCarthy repeatedly reminds 

the reader about the desolated landscape which is built from  “dead trees” (TR,39,117,274 ) , 

“old crops dead and flattened” (TR, 20) or “ a tangle of dead lilac”(TR,27 ). The stark contrast 

emerging between the human made elements and the dying natural landscape is fully reinforced 

in this sentence. “Beyond that a long concrete causeway. A dead swamp. Dead trees standing 

out of the gray water” (TR,274). This extract opposes the “concrete causeway” to the “dead 

swamp” and “dead trees”, echoing how human-made elements outlive nature.  

In the setting of The Road, particular attention is given to “the dead trees beyond. Cold 

and silent. Shrouded in the carbon fog” (TR,117 ). Only dead trees are still standing in this 

barren landscape. From the old magnificent trees only the “charred and limbless trunks of trees 

stretching away on every side” (TR,8) remain. Trees in The Road have been reduced to burnt 

trunks without branches and leaves. While trees change according to the seasons and experience 

rebirth in spring, the trees in The Road remain naked and stripped off of their leaves. With these 

dead trees unable to support wildlife or provide oxygen, an entire ecosystem slowly dies. Even 

the roots providing nutriment and anchorage for trees cannot support the weight of the naked 

trunks anymore: “There was a sharp crack from somewhere on the mountain. Then another. It's 

just a tree falling, he said. It's okay”( TR, 35 ).  

https://edition.cnn.com/profiles/jessie-yeung
https://cnn.com/2019/12/02/australia/australian-woman-climate-protest-intl-scli/index.html
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Reading The Road as a reflection on the Anthropocene, I believe that McCarthy 

confronts the human responsibility in climate change. Looking at dead trees the man “picked 

up one of the heavy leaves and crushed it in his hand to powder and let the powder sift through 

his fingers” (TR, 12). In this scene, the man contemplates what humans have done to nature. In 

his hand, the leaves become dust. This extract is best understood in relation to a flashback of 

the old world in which he spent the day at his uncle’s farm. As pointed by De Bruyn, the father 

“gathered firewood with his uncle by digging out “treestumps”(11), the very roots of trees (De 

Bruyn, 2010: 780).  Those two extracts from The Road may imply that humans must be held 

responsible for the irreparable damage inflicted on nature. They either participated indirectly in 

wildfires caused by climate change or they cut trees on purpose for their own consumption.   

 Besides showing the human responsibility in the deterioration of the planet, Mccarthy 

also highlights the disastrous consequences it has on them. As illustrated in the novel, dead 

trees soon become obstacles and danger. “Still they came to trees across the road where they 

were forced to unload the cart and carry everything over the trunks and then repack it all on the 

far side” (TR, 35 ) and while the father had promised his son the trees would not fall on them, 

it is actually happening further in the book. The father, wakes up in the middle of the night: 

He listened.  The long dry crack of shearing limbs. Then another crash. He reached 

and shook the boy. Wake up, he said. We have to go.  

He rubbed the sleep from his eyes with the backs of his hands. What is it? he said. 

What is it, Papa?  

Come on. We have to move.  

What is it? 

 It's the trees. They're falling down. (TR,97 )  

 

Those two extracts reinforce the idea that the damage inflicted by humans on nature will sooner 

or later strike back. Humans, like other species, rely on trees for their survival. In the novel the 

“thin black trees” cannot support wildlife anymore. Neither animal, nor humans can take shelter 

under the trees from rain and wind. Trees are no longer a bulwark against natural elements and 

the protagonists suffer from “the wind in the bare and blackened trees” (TR, 15). Without trees 

to protect them, the protagonists are at the mercy of the natural elements, and their forces 

dwindle.  “He was coughing again and the boy was shivering, the two of them side by side 

under the sheet of plastic.” (TR, 94) Always wet from the constant rain and shivering in the 

barren landscape, they are reduced to “make a tent out of the tarp” (TR, 278). Devoid of their 

leaves, trees do not protect them any longer from the rain.  
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Dead trees in The Road allegorize a larger doom for the human species. In his novel, 

McCarthy highlights the risks of a collapsing biosphere. The crucial role of trees in the 

ecosystem is reminded by Stéphane Hallaire, creator of ‘Reforest’action’. He states that « La 

forêt apporte aux humains un grand nombre de bénéfices : elle produit notre oxygène, stocke 

notre CO2, enrichit nos sols pour les cultures, filtre notre eau, retient les sols avec ses racines… 

»  (Radio Recyclerie, Hallaire, 2018). The world of The Road, devoid of trees, is inhospitable 

for both human life and nonhuman life. The last living creatures must wear masks to protect 

themselves from the ash clouds. “Wearing masks and goggles, sitting in their rags by the side 

of the road” (TR,28). This image is too familiar with the pollution masks worn in China’s big 

cities against poor air quality. Without trees to regulate CO2, McCarthy invites the reader to 

reflect on what is already happening in some part of the globe. Hallaire illustrates that the forest 

“ enrichit nos sols, filtre notre eau”. No wonder that in The Road, a specific attention is given 

to the “barren” land in which gray and dead water is barely drinkable. “Can we drink the water? 

We dont have a choice”(TR,201). Lastly, a tree “retient le sol avec ses racines”. However, the 

trees in The Road are dead to the roots and do not have anchorage in the ground. “He woke up 

in the darkness to hear something was coming (…) The ground was trembling” (TR, 97). The 

falling trees in The Road echo the entire collapse of the biosphere.  

While the trees have been destroyed, it can be seen that the world of The Road is littered 

by remnants produced by the same trees. The protagonists scavenge through a landscape “filled 

with wet papers and trash”(TR, 224). At some point in the novel, the father can “read old 

newspapers' (TR, 28), which outlived the trees that used to make them. Anthony Mullen points 

out that “McCarthy ironically contrasts the idea that newspapers and magazines belong to 

disposable print culture by repeating their presence, while simultaneously emphasizing that the 

organic resource used to sustain print culture – the trees – has been destroyed”( Mullen, 2015: 

1). The protagonists are left with unusable objects, reminiscent of the past consumerist society.  

Along the road “the country went from pine to liveoak and pine. Magnolias. Trees as 

dead as any” (TR,196). Those trees which could bear acorn, pinecone and flowers are reduced 

to dust. Among of the many obstacles encountered on the road, the scarcity of resources is one 

of their main concerns. As the earth can no longer produce anything, the only fruits that remain 

are those stored in cans, found in ruined houses or supermarkets. Presenting a can of pears to 

his son, the father tells him “These will be the best pears you ever tasted, he said. The best” 

(TR, 141). The boy has indeed never tasted food from nature and canned food has always 

provided him with energy and vitamins. This scene, presenting canned pears as “the best” 
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reveals the absurd and tragic tone of the novel. The son has to accept that he will never taste 

real fruits and must eat canned food for the rest of his life. Moreover, relying only on canned 

food does not seem to bother the father.  “He went through the cans again one by one, holding 

them in his hand and squeezing them like a man checking for ripeness at a fruit stand” (TR, 

261). The way the father squeezes the cans, as if they were real fruits, is worth noticing. With 

his extract we can see that the very idea of food has changed, the fruits that used to grow on 

trees are now found underground in cans. This scene and the interpretation of it reminds the 

reader of the absurdity of today’s consumption. 

In his article ‘Eating and Mourning the Corpse of the World’ (2017), David Huebert 

makes an interesting parallel between “food consumption in The Road and modern food 

production practices” (75). One of the main key element of the consumerist culture is “the 

alienation between the consumer and the source of food, (…) most citizens of the late capitalist 

industrial world do not know any way to obtain food other than by going to the grocery store” 

(75). While in the industrial form of agriculture, food production and food consumption have 

been separated, the same happens in the novel. In the decaying world of The Road, food is 

nothing more than cans miraculously found on a supermarket shelf or in an old cupboard, as if 

it food has grown on the shelf, directly in the can. Compared to the trees, which produce plenty 

of fruits every year , canned food can only meet their needs for a short time and soon they are 

“drinking the last of the cocoa scavenged weeks before” (TR, 31 ) and “ate their last tin of 

food”(TR,76).  

In his essay ‘Eating and Mourning the Corpse of the World’ Huebert uses the term 

“ecological cannibalization” (67) to refer to human bringing their own demise. He points out 

that the particular emphasis on cannibalism in The Road – humans eating human’s flesh- can 

be compared to humans consuming their own future. He argues that “humans are ecological 

cannibals insofar as they excessively devour their own planetary body” (67). The verb “devour” 

is presented by Huebert as the excessive consumption of the earth resources that “is a form of 

self-cannibalization”. Building upon Huebert’s “ecological cannibalization”, it can be argued 

that dead trees in The Road and their remnants illustrate the human responsibility in the 

devastation of its future, one of the characteristics defining Anthropocene fiction. Trees, vital 

elements of ecosystems, have died because of human (in)action and only remain in paper prints 

and canned fruits.  

Through the novel, a particular attention is also given to the human-made elements 

littering the landscape. Those artificial elements mirror the human indelible mark on the earth's 
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surface, core aspect defining the Anthropocene era. By studying the earth's strata, Crutzen 

affirms that humankind has become a geological force able to alter the earth’s surface. In the 

same vein, analyzing the setting of The Road, it can be concluded that human artifacts have 

replaced nature, creating a new geological layer made of remnants of trees (paper prints, canned 

food) and concrete elements. The protagonists are left with what humans have created, like 

“fossil tracks in the dried sludge” (TR, 20).  

In contrast to The Road,  Into The Forest does not take place in such extreme living 

conditions. Nell, the protagonist, and narrator of Into the Forest, introduces the reader to a near 

future in America, where society is gradually collapsing.  In the book, the narrator goes back 

over several memories announcing the changes happening in the country. First, power cuts 

occurred at intervals, suggesting energy problems: “Last winter when the electricity first began 

going off, it was so occasional and brief we didn’t pay much attention” (ITF, 12). Electricity 

temporarily shut off, returning to normal the next minute. But gradually massive power outages 

were reported across the state and lasted longer than usual. “For a long time, it was rare day 

when the power didn’t go off at least one. Finally, it was a rare day when the power came on” 

(ITF, 13) Electricity was not the only technological failure as “the telephone faded in the same 

way electricity did. For a while, after the power had ceased to be reliable, we could sometimes 

make a call if we were persistent enough” (ITF,13). As time passes, electricity and the telephone 

definitely stopped working, gasoline and food supplies ran short. In contrast to The Road, the 

breakdown did not strike over one night but evolved rather gradually.  

The cause of the several breakdowns is therefore not linked to one big event and many 

possibilities may explain why the American society is gradually collapsing. Nell, the narrator 

of the novel, explains that a series of cataclysms may have precipitated the world into chaos: “ 

In March, earthquakes caused one of California’s nuclear reactors to meltdown, and the 

Mississippi river flooded more violently than had ever been imagined possible.” (ITF’16). 

Reflecting on the world she lives in; Nell also points out that:  

Then, too, there were all the usual problems. The government’s deficit had been 

snowballing for over a quarter of a century. We had been in an oil crisis for at least two 

generations. There were holes in the ozone, our forests were vanishing, our farmlands 

were demanding more and more fertilizers and pesticides to yield increasingly less-and 

more poisonous-food (ITF, 16).   

 

While one could still wonder if the earthquakes and floods were caused by human activity, 

Hegland blames humans for the collapse of the society. She underlines that “all the usual 
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problems” as the “oil crisis” or the overuse of “fertilizers” precipitated the world into chaos. As 

explained in chapter I, the planet cannot follow up the frenetic pace of human consumption.  In 

the fictional world of Into the forest, Hegland reflects on the current American -but also 

worldwide- consumption habits that are destroying the environment. In order to cope with 

escalating consumption habits, the past century has experienced intensive deforestation and 

overuse of chemical pesticides responsible for extensive environmental damage. What is 

called “usual problems” by Nell are in fact major environmental problems of the current 

society.  

However little attention has been paid to those issues as “all those things had been 

happening for so long they seemed almost normal” (ITF, 16). Instead of acknowledging that 

human activity enormously impacts the environment and is responsible for several breakdowns, 

people look for external causes and “began to grasp at new explanations for what was going 

wrong” (ITF, 16 ).  In the fictional world of Into The Forest, what caused the technological 

failures is subject to extravagant rumors: “We heard the White House was burning and the 

National Guard was fighting the Secret Service in the streets of DC. And then we heard that 

China and Russia were at war and the US had been forgotten” (ITF, 16).   

However, in the narrator’s words, it becomes obvious that humans are complicit in their 

own demise. Reflecting on the collapsing world in which she lives, Nell points out “All last 

winter the newspaper-when we could get them-were shocked with new of ruins, and I wonder 

if the convergence of all those disasters brought us to this standstill” (ITF,16 ).  Nell seems to 

understand that the collapse is profoundly linked to problems that had been neglected before. 

She uses the term “convergence of all those disasters” ( ITF,16)to refer to the cause of the 

standstill. Exploring different possible scenarios for the collapse, the novel underlines the 

human role in the alteration of the planet, core aspect of the Anthropocene era.  

 

2.2: Mourning the old world 

 

Along with highlighting the human impact in the earth demise, Anthropocene fiction 

also tackles the technological progress. In this type of literature, there is a tendency to go back 

to the basics and to move away from all of the excesses of the modern society.  Adam Trexler, 

author of the pioneer book The novel in a time of climate change: anthropocene fiction 

underlines that this fiction “challenges science fiction’s technological optimism, general 
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antipathy towards life science and patriotic individualism” (Trexler, 2015: 14 ). In The Road 

and Into The Forest, the protagonists come to understand that their relationships with progress 

and technology come to an end. Things that were taken for granted in the western society,as oil 

and electricity, are only vague memories. The world they know has faded and they must learn 

to end their dependency on electricity and non renewable energy. Moreover, the protagonists 

who were once adept at consumerism must change their attitude towards things. The 

accumulation of wealth and good is no longer possible as the scarcity of resources becomes an 

everyday reality.  The Road and Into The Forest offer two different perspectives regarding the 

loss of the old world. In both novels, the protagonists experience grief which is described as “ 

an overwhelming  and acute sense of loss and despair” ( Stephenson, Death, Grief and 

Mourning, 121). However, the protagonists’ responses to loss and grief differ in the novels.  

In The Road, after decades of intensive earth resources consumption, the world 

eventually became “Barren, silent, godless” (TR, 4). Even the sea, as important as trees for the 

ecosystem, is “Cold. Desolate. Birdless” (TR,222 ).  Only the “ribs of fishes in their millions 

stretching” lie in this “vast salt sepulchre” (TR, 222 ). Life on land as well as life under the sea 

has been extinguished. Yet, a father and his son must survive and adapt to a world in which 

nothing is left to consume.  

Critics, such as Bill Harwig, have consistently read The Road as a critique of capitalism 

and consumerism. Approaching The Road  with the “thing theory” that analyzes the crucial role 

played by objects in America, Bill Harwig argues that “there exists in The Road a profound 

tenderness for the artificial, for the human made objects” (Hardwig,20015: 44). In his article, 

he points out an extract depicting in details the father opening a can of coke and presenting it 

to his son. This extract may illustrate the fascination for the old consumerist world, symbolized 

by the iconic “Coca-Cola”.  

He withdrew his hand slowly and sat looking at a Coca Cola.  

What is it, Papa? 

 It's a treat. For you. 

 What is it? 

 Here. Sit down.  

He slipped the boy's knapsack straps loose and set the pack on the floor behind 

him and he put his thumbnail under the aluminum clip on the top of the can and opened 

it. He leaned his nose to the slight fizz coming from the can and then handed it to the 

boy. Go ahead, he said. (TR, 23)  
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 Commenting on the presence of material things, Bill Hardwig argues that “ this fascination 

expresses a lament for the destroyed past, but more specifically for the confidence in continuity 

and stability that the past held, the time when one drank a Coke (...)without giving it a thought” 

(Harwig, 2013:46). McCarthy elevates the Coke can, an everyday product, to the status of 

artefact of a past civilization, foreign to the boy born after the catastrophe. This might be the 

last can of coke on earth, paradoxically yet nostalgically as well emphasizing the end of 

consumerism and the end of America. The lament for the old world is expressed throughout a 

myriad of objects which become fetishes or idols. As it is exemplified with the coke, the father 

cannot emotionally distance himself from the old ways of feeling and behaving. In an effort to 

escape the gloomy reality of the world, he offers the last can of coke to his son. Opening it 

carefully, the father mirrors the iconic marketing campaign of Coca Cola “open a coke, open 

happiness”. For the father, happiness is expressed through things, and does not resolve to end 

his relationship with materialism.  

Central to the novel, is the loss of the consumerist and materialist world. The symbolic 

meaning of the cart is also reminiscent of this end of consumerism idea. Before the catastrophe, 

a cart was used in grocery shops to, thoughtlessly, stack food for, approximately, one week. In 

the decaying world of The Road, the shopping cart takes on a whole new meaning. Everything 

the protagonists possess can be found in this cart. Their belongings are merely some cans of 

food, blankets, one plastic jar, binoculars, and a blue tarp. Their survival is closely linked to 

this cart. As they cannot stay several days in one place, for fear of attracting the attention of the 

bad guys, they pile up their belongings in the cart and constantly move from one place to 

another. However, what the cart can carry defines the duration of their survival. “In any case 

there was a limit to what they could take in the cart” (TR, 229). Even when they find a place 

full of resources, they cannot take a lot with them and it makes finding food a constant struggle. 

Their survival chance really depends on whether they would find something edible to sustain 

them until the next find. The idea that their lives boil down to a few objects stacked in the 

shopping cart is fully illustrated when a thief takes their cart. The punishment inflicted on the 

thief is very indicative of the importance of the cart. The father confronting the thief tells him 

to take his clothes and shoes off and to put them in the cart. 

You tried to kill us.  

I'm starving, man. You'd have done the same.  

You took everything.  
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Come on, man. I'll die.  

I'm going to leave you the way you left us. (TR, 257)  

 

The punishment shows how valuable the cart is for the survival of the father and the son. The 

father leaves the starving man naked and shivering in the cold. Asking his boy to stop crying 

for the thief, he says “What do you think would have happened to us if we hadnt caught him? 

Just stop it” (TR, 258). As the shopping cart contains all their possessions it becomes their only 

slim chance of survival.  

 Ironically, while their cart has no engine, it is interesting to note that the father remains 

very dependent on oil. Along the road, they pass several gas stations that attract the father. With 

a lot of inventiveness, he manages to siphon the last remaining drops of oil.  He “pawed out all 

the quart plastic oilbottles. Then they sat in the floor decanting them of their dregs one by one, 

leaving the bottles to stand upside down draining into a pan until at the end they had almost a 

half quart of motor oil” (TR,7 ). His search for oil drives him almost as much as his search for 

food. As an example, when he enters ruined houses, gas stations or empty supermarkets, he 

gives particular attention to any gasoline he could take before looking for food. The 

inventorying of his bag is also very symbolic of the importance he gives to oil. “He sat in the 

sand and inventoried the contents of the knapsack. The binoculars. A half pint bottle of gasoline 

almost full. The bottle of water. A pair of pliers. Two spoons. He set everything out in a row. 

There were five small tins of food.” (TR, 73). This extract illustrates the importance of 

consumerism as the father first mentions the bottle of gasoline before the two bottles of water, 

as if his survival relied on how much oil he still had. Or as his richness was still measured by 

the quantity of this “black gold” he possessed, reminiscent of the old world.  Even the map they 

use to go southward is a “tattered oilcompany roadmap” (TR, 42). The constant references to 

oil make its absence even more cruel. “No smell or gas of oil” (TR, 224).  

The father cannot adapt to the post-oil world in which he lives. “He made train noises 

and diesel horn noises but he wasn’t sure what these might mean to the boy” (TR,180). The boy 

has, little knowledge of the old world and may not understand the references of his father. By 

imagining a world in which the word “diesel” highlights a contrast between generations, 

McCarthy illustrates how dependent on oil humans have become and how difficult it is to 

imagine life beyond it.  Yet, oil in The Road is meaningless and will only be used to lighten the 

oil lamp they are carrying. “Oil for their little slutlamp to light the long gray dusks, the long 

gray dawns.” (TR,7 ). The father clings to this oil lamp, remnant of the old culture. He cannot 
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go beyond the loss of the old ways of consuming. The world of The Road is for the father all 

about grief, loss and despair.  

The value of things also changed with the decaying world. While oil, the “black gold” 

from the old world loses its value, what used to be considered as waste, becomes their greater 

treasure. In her article ‘Sparing Words the Wasted Land: Garbage, Texture, and Écriture 

Blanche in Auster's In the Country of Last Things and McCarthy's The Road’ (2015), professor 

Bragard discusses the evolution of waste.  In the collapsing world of The Road, humans, in 

order to survive, are forced to reexamine the definition of waste. Objects, which were before 

the cataclysm considered as useless, are turned into new resources. Reflecting on the loss world, 

the father thinks that “He'd not have thought the value of the smallest thing predicated on a 

world to come” (TR, 187). As Bragard highlights, in times of scarcity, new uses are given to 

object and old or useless objects from the ancient world find a new value in the new one. As an 

example, the plastic tarp is recycled into a shelter, or into a bed or a curtain depending on the 

weather conditions and situation. Objects are recycled and given new uses. “In many ways, 

waste becomes the symbol of the failure of modernity and capitalism” (Bragard, 483). By 

showing the value of a can of coke, of a shopping cart and of waste, McCarthy further indicts 

consumerism and the habit of stacking up objects and getting rid of them as soon as they are 

consumed. In the world of The Road, what drives consumption in necessity even if the desire 

of consumption has not disappeared.  

In contrast to the father in The Road who clings to the past, the analysis of the sisters Into 

The Forest presents an evolution in their grieving process. Within the novel, two parts can be 

distinguished. At first, the death of their father and the technological breakdowns plunge the 

sisters into great despair. What used to be familiar and secure is no longer reliable and the young 

girls seem to be engulfed in feelings of loss and despair. During the first part of the novel, the 

sisters cling to their previous lives and refuse to let go of their dreams. Eva and Nell are two 

teenage sisters on the verge of embarking on brilliant careers. Eva has great ambitions to join a 

reputable ballet company and Nell hopes to enter the elitist university of Harvard. They have 

been raised with the idea that they should follow their passions and work hard to reach their 

goals.  

Even after the power cuts, the technological breakdowns and their father’s death, the 

two sisters do not abandon the routine of their previous lives. “After breakfast we do our chores-

chopping wood, cleaning, or adding to the inventory we are making of what we own. Eva dances 

all afternoon while I study and write” (ITF, 25). They keep looking for a return to normalcy, 
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which becomes their reason to live. They do their chores after breakfast as they used to do. Eva 

practices her dance for long hours every day, and Nell decides to read the encyclopedia to be 

ready  for Harvard: “ I’m trying to be disciplined about my reading and not skip articles that 

don’t interest me or don’t seem pertinent to my education. I want to study the encyclopedia 

from beginning to end” (ITF, 24). The novel is rhythmed by Nell’s reading “I’m racing through 

the encyclopedia. I finished D last week and this afternoon I read from Eden to Electricity.” 

(ITF, 48). Letter after letter, she studies terms that will give her access to the prestigious 

university of Harvard.  

The sisters are paralyzed by the loss of their previous lives and cling to the past as they 

wait for everything to go back to the way it was before. This phase is still comfortable, they 

have food and a house to protect them from the outside world: “The house was a monolith 

against the darkening forest” (ITF, 134). At first, the sisters have no problem to eat since food 

reserves are stored in their house: “The pantry shelves are still crowded with the supplies with 

bought on our last trip to town (...) We have more  than enough to see us through”(ITF, 11). 

However, as time goes by without any clues of return to normalcy, the sisters soon realize that 

they will lack food: 

I never knew how much we consumed. It seems as if we are all appetite, as if a human 

being is simply a bundle of needs to drain the world. It's no wonder there are wars, no 

wonder the earth and water and air are polluted. It's no wonder the economy collapsed, 

if Eva and I use so much merely to stay alive. (ITF,135)  

 

Eva and Nell had never imagined that their reserves would have dwelled so fast. They start 

paying attention to the smallest crumb and ration out their daily food. But even with all those 

necessary precautions they reach “the last cup of tea weaned to the clarity of water, the last 

quarter spoonful of sugar (...) The last slivers of macaroni. The final lentil (ITF, 135).  

 Dependent on the old ways of life, the sisters at first only rely on their food stock and 

worry about its dwelling. Yet the discovery of one book in their mother’s workshop will open 

up new possibilities. Reading the book Native Plants of Northern California, the sisters realize 

that the forest surrounding them has much to offer than what they had imagined. In the first part 

of the novel, the forest is indeed perceived as hostile and dangerous since it took their dad, who 

died from a chainsaw accident while cutting trees for wood. Moreover, the forest seems 

interesting and described as “an useless waste of trees and weeds, wild pilgrims and worms” 
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(ITF, 43). However, as they read about indigenous plant species, their perspective on their 

surroundings gradually change.  

For months now we have drunk hot water when we could have been drinking wild mint, 

wild rose, blackberry, bay, mountain grape, black mustard, pennyroyal, manzanita, 

fennel seed, sheep sorrel, nettle, fir needle, madrone bark, yerba buena, black sage, 

pineapple weed, violet, wild raspberry.”(ITF, 175)    

  

It is striking to note that while they have been worrying about food and rationalizing their 

portions, unlimited resources were waiting for them in the forest. However, they had never 

thought of going to the forest to feed themselves. Accustomed to finding food in stores, they 

had no idea what treasures the forest could hold. As Nell's reading of Native Plants of Northern 

California progresses, she wonders ““How can I have spent my whole life here and know so 

little?”(ITF, 172) and discovers that the forest is more than trees, flowers and bushes.  

Gradually the forest I walk through is becoming mine, not because I own it, but because 

I’m coming to know it. I see it differently now. I’m beginning to see its variety - in the 

shape of leaves, the organization of petals, the million shades of green. I’m starting to 

understand its logic and mystery. Everywhere I walk I try to notice what is around me, 

a clump of manzanita, or a field of amaranth to gather from now or return later , when 

the need is there or the season is right. (ITF, 176)  

This extract describes a turning point in the life of the two sisters. For the first time in her life, 

Nell sees the forest differently. With the knowledge she gets from the book, she walks through 

the forest with a new perspective. Instead of accumulating goods from stores in their pantry, 

she realizes that what they need is only a couple of feet away from her “ to gather from now or 

return later , when the need is there or the season is right”(ITF,176) . This sentence highlights 

an increased attention to the notion of necessity and time. Even if the forest seems an unlimited 

reserve of food, the sisters will not consume carelessly as they used to do in the past world. 

Significantly, tasting sheep sorrel, a green plant surrounding their house, Nell feels as she was 

“recreating the history of humankind” (ITF, 174). Moving away from consumerism and 

noticing what surrounds them, Nell starts a new relationship with the natural world.  

This extract is also fascinating for the concept of owning. Nell realizes that the forest is 

becoming hers, not because she owns it but because she knows it. Hegland beautifully reverses 

the main idea of the past consumerist society which holds the view that enjoying something 

means possessing it. In the post- industrial society, the forest was either exploited or, in few 

circumstances, protected. In both cases, it was in the hands of humans who decided how to 
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control it. In her novel, Hegland presents another way to look at the forest. In this new approach, 

we can live with something without subordinating it. She reminds us that humans are not above 

the natural world and that we too are the forest. “Now the forest is toyon, manzanita, was myrtle 

(..) and I am just a human, another creature in its midst.” (ITF, 176). Humans are part of a web 

of other species, a larger macrocosm. This idea relates to the concept of posthumanism “in 

which the human operates as one agent among others” (Vermeulen, 2017: 868). Being part of 

the forest, helps Nell to interact differently with it. Instead of overusing the resources it 

provides, she carefully picks what she needs it. In the novel, overcoming the loss of the old 

world rests in establishing new meanings in life, shifting from owning to knowing.  

 However, after months of mainly relying on fruits and vegetables, the sisters suffer from 

anemia caused by the lack of animal products in their diets. Eva who is pregnant after having 

been raped, suffers from anemia and needs B12 vitamins [VB1] to go through the whole process 

of giving birth. The encyclopedia reveals that “B-12 exists in adequate quantities in almost 

dairy and animal products” (ITF,195). Nell decides to kill a wild boar in order to provide meat 

toh her sister and save her from death. When she kills the boar, a species that lives in the forest, 

Nell does it out of necessity. The hunting scene reveals how Nell creates a relationship with the 

animal.  

“Die, die. Please die,” I begged out loud. In the midst of her throes, she heard the foreign 

sound of my voice. She looked up, and her nearsighted eyes seemed to meet mine. 

“Please die,” I pleaded. “My sister is going to have a baby”” (ITF, 204) 

  

Killing the boar is hard for Nell, especially when she considers the value of each species. At 

first she thought that it would be easy to kill a boar as “there’s not so much to love about a pig- 

they’re ugly and tough (...) It wouldn’t be like killing a deer with its soft eyes and dancer's 

legs.”(ITF, 196). As she observes, the boars during the night, what she imagined as ugly and 

blind animals not worthy of attention transforms into “ancient creatures, blunt- and in this 

moment- startlingly beautiful” (ITF, 202). From her point of view, perched in a tree, she even 

“felt honored to see them like that, relaxed and naked and unaware of (her) presence.” (ITF, 

203). She comes to see them differently, from uninteresting pigs they turn into beautiful 

creatures that have a life of their own: “They wove around each other in a tender dance (...) and 

then it came to me, more immediate, more visceral than thought - It’s a mother and two sisters.” 

(ITF, 203). The pig becomes in Nell’s eyes a mother, which is referred to as a ‘she’ and not as 

an “it”. It is worth comparing the two following sentences regarding the choice of personal 
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pronouns Nell uses to refer to the eyes of the animals. At first, Nell writes in her notebook “a 

deer with its soft eyes” (ITF, 196) and then a boar with “her nearsighted eyes” (ITF, 203). This 

change between “its” and “hers” mirrors the new way she looks at the world and the creatures 

that inhabit it. Animals, as humans, have a life of their own and can be mothers and sisters. 

Each life must be respected and, only if needed, taken with respect. Some times after having 

killed the wild boar, Nell thinks “Sometimes I feel as though I were bearing her feral old soul 

along with my own.” (ITF, 207). This sentence perfectly illustrates how the creatures of the 

forest are in relationship with each other, as if the boar sacrificed herself in order to save the 

sisters and therefore continue to live through them.  

         Coming to know the forest and its creatures better enables the sisters to let go of the past 

and begin a new life relying on the forest. From the second half of the book, the two sisters do 

not cling to their previous hopes of great careers and begin to embrace a simple life, with nature, 

enjoying the day to day gifts from the forest: “ Each day brings gifts. Yesterday we found a 

fresh patch of sheep’s sorrel to add to our dried sow soup. Today I noticed what looked like 

bright beads spilled on the path to the stump - madrone berries.” (ITF, 208).  Like the Native-

American populations that used to inhabit the region, the girls will learn how to harvest acorns, 

how to pick blueberries and how to interact with nature around them. They spend more and 

more time exploring the forest, wandering further from the house and rediscovering 

the “stump”, the secret hiding place of their childhood. “It felt good to be out in the woods, 

gathering acorns, drying berries, drinking our wild teas, and cooking our meals by the day-times 

fires Eva kindled in the fire pit we built just outside the door of the stump.” (ITF, 193). They 

spend the entire day outside their house, at the stump, where they store their food, cook their 

lunch and only return home at night.  

Gradually moving into the forest, the sisters reshape the notion of home. Spending their 

days outside, the sisters become accustomed to being in the forest and only reenter the house at 

night.  Their house has become a stranger for them, and they do not feel secure in it. The house 

that used to be “a monolith against the darkening forest” (ITF,134) has gradually deteriorated 

and symbolizes the old world. “The utility room had simply collapsed, the rotting timbers 

finally pulled down by the weight of the cast-iron sink, the empty freezer, the useless washing 

machine, the dead dryer. Our parent’s house is falling down around us.” (ITF, 209) The words 

used by Nell to describe the modern appliances, “rotting”, “empty”, “useless” and “dead”. 

However Nell does not seem saddened by the view of the ruined house, which she labels as 

“their parent’s house”. She knows that her life is not tied with the house in which she grew up, 
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her real home might be elsewhere. The young women gradually realize that they are also 

creatures of the forest and that they belong to its world. Their house is no longer synonym of 

comfort and security. They rather feel trapped in it.  

Sometimes at dusk, when Eva and I come down off the hill and reenter the house, I find 

myself looking around these rooms with a sort of sideways terror. (...) And sometimes 

when I wake in the morning, my first thought is panic-I’ve got to get outside. (ITF, 207)  

 The sisters begin to see the house with the eyes of forest creatures “It was a lair, reeking with 

chemicals and stale flesh, harsh and cramped, leaking and crumbling.” (ITF, 233). = analyze 

When Eva begins to feel some contractions, Nell tells her sister about her “instinct” (ITF, 213) 

that urges her to go away from the house. She does not want Eva to give birth in this place. Her 

instinct drives them toward the stump, which is much safer than the house.  

 In conclusion, this second chapter has attempted to show that Into The Forest and The 

Road engage in creative ways with the Anthropocene. Though the novels discuss similar 

themes, they use different strategies to highlight the main challenges of the western society. 

McCarthy, following the tradition of post-apocalyptic fiction, pictures the “tabula rasa” of the 

old world. Even if the disaster is never clearly mentioned, the human imprint on nature 

underlines the human responsibility in the deterioration of the planet and the environmental 

collapse. The particular attention given to human-made elements littering the landscape mirrors 

the geological trace human leave on the earth’s surface.  In Into The Forest, Hegland does not 

reduce the world to ashes but rather emphasizes human responsibility in tackling the ‘usual 

problems’ linked with human activity such as holes in the ozone and the overuse of fertilizers.  

A second characteristic of Anthropocene fiction is to go back to the basics and to move 

away from all of the excesses of the modern society. In both novels, the protagonists must adapt 

to a post-consumerist world in which oil, electricity and overconsumption are luxuries of the 

past. In The Road, the father clings to the old ways of living and consuming. Constantly 

mourning the old world, he cannot find new meaning in this decaying world. In contrast, it is 

observed that the sisters in Into The Forest are moving from mourning the old world to 

discovering the new one. Reconnecting with the natural world around them, the girls go back 

to the basics and live in balance with the forest. In her novel, Hegland also move beyond the 

human scale and relate to the concept of posthumanism, a third characteristic of Anthropocene 

fiction. Throughout her novel, Hegland invites the reader to reconnect with nature and to 

reconsider human place within the natural world.  Into The Forest reshapes the notion of human 
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being, gives new sense to how we can inhabit the world. Humans, as other species, are creatures 

of the forest and human and non-human life cannot be set apart.  

 

11 Chapter 3: Ethics of Care 
 

In the future presented in The Road and Into The Forest, humans can no longer rely on 

fuel and electricity and must end their dependence on nonrenewable resources. Without the 

luxury and abundance of the past world, the characters must only count on each other to survive 

and develop new relationships. This section focuses on new bonds in time of scarcity 

when individualism makes way to a new Ethics of Care. The existing body of research on the 

Ethics of Care suggests that this term takes on different meanings regarding the subjects of 

studies. This chapter investigates three distinct ways to approach the Ethics of Care and 

discusses each novel within the three concepts. 

 

3.1: Homocentric Ethics 

 

Most researchers on the Ethics of Care have investigated the strong interdependence 

between human beings (Gilligan 1982, Held 2006). The Ethics of Care postulates that humans 

are “inherently relational, responsive beings and the human condition is one of the 

connectedness or interdependence” (Gilligan, 2). Those prominent authors have defined the 

Ethics of Care within the concept of morality. They define it as a moral theory with a central 

focus on “the compelling moral salience of attending to and meeting the needs of the particular 

others for whom we take responsibility” (Held, 10). Ethics of care is based on the theory that 

humans are interdependent. This is a set of practices that maintain relationships between 

individuals. This particular ethics values helpful emotions such as “sympathy, empathy, 

sensitivity and responsiveness” (Held 10). Building upon the Ethics of Care as a moral practice, 

this first part analyzes how the novels present care as essential for human survival and how 

protagonists rely on each other and display a strong interdependence.  

In The Road, McCarthy highlights the symbiotic relationship that emerges between a 

father and his son. They are “each the other’s world entire” (TR,6). With those words, McCarthy 

indicates that one could not survive without the other. As the road is a dangerous place, the 

survival of the son depends only on his father.  The boy is young, frail and could not survive 
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one single day without the skills of his father. The man provides him with food and shelter. He 

teaches him how to make a fire, how to filtrate water from ashes and “The boy sat watching 

everything” (TR, 17). He knows that the survival of his son greatly depends on the security he 

can give him and therefore is always on the lookout for cannibal gangs.  The man never falls 

into deep sleep and while walking he always keeps an eye on what is behind them: “Clamped 

to the handle of the cart was a chrome motorcycle that he used to watch the road behind them” 

(TR, 6). Using a rearview mirror, the man makes sure nobody will attack them from behind.  

Through the novel, the man promised himself to never leave his son alone, and to take 

his son’s life if they were in danger of being captured “He watched the boy sleeping. Can you 

do it? When the time comes? Can you?” (TR,29). Yet, facing death, the man’s last words reveal 

his incapacity to achieve this ultimate act of care. “I cant. I cant hold my son dead in my arms. 

I thought I could but I cant.” (TR,279). Confronted with his own finitude, the father realizes 

that his approach to care may have been too restrictive and he hopes that someone will show a 

caring attitude towards his son. Three days after the death of his father, the boy is found by a 

veteran who brings him into his family. As mentioned by Jonhs-Putra “the attitude of the 

veteran who saves the boy (...) suggests an alternative code of behavior and, possibly an 

alternative ethics” (533). The veteran extends the ethics of care beyond the family level by 

adopting the boy who is not directly related to him. The boy and the veteran present a more 

enlarged ethics of care than the father’s.  

Furthermore, the father’s refusal to assist others is exemplified several times in the novel 

with the encounter of the lightning victim (TR,50), the thief (TR,257) and the basement’s 

captives (TR,110) who the father refuses to help. At some point in their journey, the father and 

the son enter a house in search of food but come across a terrible scene. In the basement, they 

discover a group of captives being held and gradually eaten: “On the mattress lay a man with 

his legs gone to the hip and the stumps of them blackened and burnt. The smell was hideous.” 

(TR,110). This disturbing scene is emphasized by the non-assistance of the father who runs 

away by fear of, in turn, being captive. In her article ‘My Job is to Take Care of You”: Climate 

Change, Humanity, and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road’, Adeline Jonhs-Putra analyzes the 

“father's exclusionary care ethic” (533). She argues that “it is possible to read the man's 

blinkered, desperate care for his son also as a brutal inability to care for anyone else, coming 

increasingly to resemble a selfish, stubbornly masculinist mission to save something of him-

self—to preserve his "warrant" (TR,3), his "heart" (TR,29)” (532).  
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Jonhs-Putra’s analysis of the father’s exclusionary care ethic reveals the father’s 

incapacity to think beyond himself or beyond his son. As Virginia Held defines in her book The 

Ethics of Care: Personal, Politic and Global, the central element of the ethics of care is 

“meeting the needs of the particular others for whom we take responsibility” (10). The man 

feels responsible for the survival of his son and fulfils his fatherly duty in protecting his son. 

But he is unable to extend his care to the ones not related to him. A blatant example is when the 

son insists that he saw a little boy and tells his dad “What if that little boy doesnt have anybody 

to take care of him? he said. What if he doesnt have a papa?” (TR,85). The worry for the little 

boy is reassessed at the end of the novel, when the father is about to die. “Do you remember 

that little boy Papa? (…) Who will find the little boy?” (TR,281). This sentence is highly 

valuable as it may first refer to that little boy, but also to the son who, in turn will become a 

little boy without a Papa to care after him. 

Another crucial element in the boy’s ethic of care is the responsibility he takes for his 

father’s actions. When the father severely punishes the cart thief by leaving him naked in the 

freezing cold, the boy strongly disagrees. The man tells him “I wasnt going to kill him” and 

after a while the boy said “But we did kill him.” (TR,260) The boy feels responsible for the 

actions of his father as exemplified by the “we”. Seeing his son desperate after the possible 

death of the thief, the father tells him “You’re not the one who has to worry about everything”, 

once more the boy answers “Yes I am, he said. I am the one.” (TR,259). This extract is highly 

important in understanding the father-son relationship. While the father’s role is to worry about 

food, shelter and security, the boy takes responsibility for their moral principles and prevents 

them from becoming “bad guys”. The father understands that “the boy was all that stood 

between him and death.” (TR,29) and “He knew only that the child was his warrant.” (TR,5). 

The father needs the child as much as the child needs the father to survive. Their relying on 

each other foregrounds an ethics of care exemplified by the saying “each the other's world 

entire” (TR, b6). 

The father also needs the child to survive as a “good guy”. The term ‘good guys’ is an 

invention of the father to make his son aware of the dangers surrounding him by dividing the 

world into two categories: the good guys- the boy and the man-  and the bad guys- the cannibals 

and almost every stranger they meet on the road. Through the novel, the boy either asks if they 

are still ‘the good guys’, or if they are still ‘carrying the fire’. The fire being in The Road a 

symbol of their humanity and the will to live properly in this inhospitable landscape. Carrying 

the fire, they should never give up hope and never allow themselves to fall in the category of 
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bad guys. However, it seems that without his son, the father could easily become one of the 

"bad guys". Indeed, the man does everything to keep his son safe, including killing strangers, 

either directly with the gun or indirectly by not helping them.  

 Besides relying on each other, they also develop moral principles that keep them from 

becoming “bad guys” and enable them to deal with moral issues along the road. When the father 

dies at the end, he urges his son to keep carrying the fire “It’s inside you. It was always there. I 

can see it (...) you’re the best guy. You always were” (TR, 279). Elevating his son above the 

“good guys”, the father refers to him as the “best guy”. Some critics have discussed the holy 

nature of the child and have analyzed him as a messianic figure. In his article “Maps of the 

World in Its Becoming” Kunsa notes that the boy is appointed by God to “go forward, beyond 

the novel’s end, to write the new story of a new world” (67). Showing values of mutual aid, 

empathy and compassion towards strangers, the boy moves away from the exclusionary care of 

his father and may construct a better world. The analysis of the relationship between the boy 

and the father illustrates that they need each other to survive. Moreover, moving away from 

restrictive care to enlarged care, the novel supports the idea that “humans are by nature 

empathetic and responsive beings, hard-wired for cooperation” (Gilligan, 2).  

The idea of interdependence is also central to Into The Forest. After the death of their 

parents, the young girls are pushed into adulthood at a very early age and need to work together 

in order to survive. In many ways, Nell and Eva have different -yet complementary- views on 

what will become their new life. Nell is a forward-looking woman, worrying about the future 

and always calculating how much they will need to survive. Eva cares about the present, she 

does not know what the future holds and wants to make the most of each day. While the father 

in The Road decides everything related to their survival, the sisters in Into the Forest share the 

decision-making as they are equal in status.  

Even if their understanding of the actual situation differs, they must take the decisions 

regarding their lives together. Inventorying their father’s workshop, they discover a bottle a 

gasoline. Even though this discovery brought them the greatest joy, the use of gasoline will lead 

to an argument. Eva wants to use it right away while Nell wants to save it for later when they 

really need it. For days the sisters will not speak to each other, each one going about her 

business. “We can’t even agree on what will save our lives” argues Nell (ITF, 101). The use of 

their food supply is also problematic for both sisters with their different points of view. Whereas 

Nell is obsessed with the lack of food (“That jar of tomatoes is the only significant source of 
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vitamin C we’ve got left”(ITF, 136) and wants to save it for later, but her sister doesn’t 

understand this choice and replies  “Save it for what- our funeral?” (ITF, 136). 

Despite their arguments, the sisters cannot live without each other. In a passage 

narrating Nell leaving with Ely, we witness how hard it is for Nell to abandon her sister. She 

wants desperately to follow Ely towards Boston, the only city apparently supplied with 

electricity, but after several miles, she realizes that she cannot leave her sister behind, even if it 

was Eva’s choice to stay. Nell returns to her sister, but she cannot be fully happy as she 

constantly worries about the fact that resources keep dwindling.  Some days after her come 

back, she reflects on committing suicide. “It’s a physical urge, stronger that thirst or sex. 

Halfway back on the left side of my head there is a spot that longs for the jolt of a bullet, that 

yearns for that fire, that final empty rip” (ITF, 149). She takes the gun and moves towards the 

forest when the voice of Eva stops her “Where are you going? - Why do you have the gun? (...) 

and once again my sister kept me from going where I wanted to go” (ITF, 150). For the second 

time, Nell takes her sister’s opinion into consideration in making her own choices. Eva prevents 

her from doing the worst:  leaving with Ely to Boston in a false hope of electricity and killing 

herself out of despair. Despite their differences and their arguments, the sisters need each other 

to survive. This is exemplified in Nell’s thoughts “sister whom I would leave neither for love 

nor death” (ITF, 160). Their sisterly care goes beyond love and death. As long as they are 

together, they will cope with all the difficulties, reminiscent of McCarthy’s The Road “each the 

other's world entire.” (TR,6). 

 

3.2: Partnership Ethics 

 

Some authors have attempted to broaden up the Ethics of Care to nature. In her book 

Earthcare, women in the environment, Carolyn Merchant highlights the need for a partnership 

ethics with nature. She defines the concept as “an ethic based on the idea that people are helpers, 

partners and colleagues and that people and nature are equally important to each other” 

(217).  Merchant’s partnership ethics also underlines that “humans are dependent on nonhuman 

nature and (…) like human partners, the earth and humanity communicate with each other" 

(Merchant 217). In the same vein, Servigne also points out the crucial role of nature in human 

life. In his influential book L’entraide, l’autre loi de la jungle (2017) he counters the rule of the 

strongest, a theory stating that only the strongest would survive. He illustrates that survivors 
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are the ones who can collaborate with each other and nature. “Ce voyage a révélé notre 

interdépendance radicale avec l’ensemble de la toile du vivant et celle des interactions 

humaines. Le concept d’individu a commencé à perdre un peu de son sens comme si aucun être 

vivant n’avait jamais existé, n’existe ou n’existera seul. (Servigne, 2017: 297). According to 

him, interdependence between human life and nonhuman life is the first principle that governs 

life on earth. This partnership ethics with nature is foregrounded in the two novels. While 

McCarthy’s The Road and Hegland’s Into The Forest discuss the same theme of homocentric 

ethics, they differ when we analyze the partnership ethics, the interdependence between human 

and nonhuman life.  

 In The Road, humans were not able to see the benefits of caring for the planet, and let 

nature disappeared under a thick layer of ashes an artificial objects. As chapter two highlights, 

the landscape is littered with old human artefacts: abandoned cars, old paper prints, empty 

cans and ruined houses. In this decaying world, humans are put to the test and questions 

arise  to understand how far they could go to survive and what limits they would set or to 

which values they would cling. Altruism, love, and generosity allow the son to go on his 

journey towards a better world and emerge as fundamental conditions to go beyond the 

story’s barbarism. However, it is this human-centered approach which probably caused the 

destruction of the world and which will ultimately lead to the end of the human species. 

Focusing on human values, the novel lacks the post-humanist dimension. The Road does not 

challenge the reader to “think beyond the human scale” (DeChristofaro,4) but rather persists 

in presenting a narrative centered on the human.  

 While it is observed that the father puts so much effort into protecting and caring for 

his son, the fundamental question arises whether humans have truly cared enough for the 

planet and their future. As the father who cannot extend his care beyond the family level, the 

novel seems to imply that humans failed to care for future generations. The moral obligation 

to care has stopped to “the particular others for whom we take responsibility” (Held, 10). This 

short-related care may be one of the reasons explaining the deterioration of the earth. Taking 

drastic actions to ensure a decent future for those generations seems too demanding as no 

moral links binds the present to the future. In the novel, the son points out to this lack of 

extended care in asking “what are our long terms goals?”(TR,160). As the father who failed to 

care beyond his offspring, humans have failed to care beyond their near future. 

In his dream she was sick and he cared for her. The dream bore the look of sacrifice but 

he thought differently. He did not take care of her and she died alone somewhere in the 
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dark and there is no other dream nor other waking world and there is no other tale to tell. 

(TR,32)  

At first sight, this extract seems to refer to the dead mother who the father could not save from 

death. Yet, the emphasis that there is not “other dream”, no “other waking world” and no “other 

tale to tell” may imply a deeper signification. The death of the mother might echo the death of 

Mother nature. Whereas nature was vanishing “somewhere in the dark” under thick layer of 

ashes, humans neglected it. The only “tale to tell” is the souvenir of the lost beauty of nature 

“once there were brook trout in the streams in the mountains” (TR, 286). As the end scene 

illustrates, this tale begins by “once”, emphasizing non-existence of trout anymore. Human 

failed to care in time for the natural word which became “a thing which could not be put back. 

Not be made right again” (TR, 287). Presenting the environmental destruction, the novel takes 

an anthropocentric stance in mainly confronting humanity’s end. “All things older than 

man”(TR, 287).  

In contrast to The Road, which remains on the human level, Into The Forest 

reestablishes the crucial role of nature in human life, key characteristic of partnership ethics. 

In their journey towards nature, the sisters first work in the garden, then gather food from the 

forest, and eventually burn their house to live permanently in the stump. In this evolution, the 

sisters realize they interdependency with the nonhuman life and understand that they need 

nature as much as they need each other to survive.  First, the discovery of seeds saved by their 

father allows Nell to regain some of hope for their future. Helped by her sister, she begins to 

work on the abandoned garden. All day, the sisters are “digging, weeding, watering” 

(ITF,208) until it got too dark to work. Even if Nell still worries a lot “about next year” 

and  “about when to plant and fertilize”, working the garden and reconnecting with nature 

helps her to see a better future. “I haven’t wanted to be dead since the day I entered the 

garden” (ITF, 162).While Eva prevented Nell, in the first place, from killing herself, the 

natural world definitely took that idea out of her head. The care she receives from her sister 

and from nature enables her to change her mind regarding suicide and she further shows a 

burning desire to survive.  

The Partnership Ethics is central to the ecosystem of the forest. As Servigne explains 

in his book L’entraide, l’autre loi de la jungle, “ le vivant a développé mille et une manière de 

s'associer, de coopérer, d'être ensemble ou de carrément fusionner” (49). Immersed in the 

forest, the sisters portray an interconnect world in which species show mutual aid and 

solidarity between them. 
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Even when redwoods are toppled or otherwise injured, they have a remarkable 

adaptation for survival. Wartlike growths of dormant buds called burls are stimulated 

to produce sprouts which grow from a fallen or damaged tree. It is common to see 

young trees formed from burls encircling an injured tree (168) 

 

This extract illustrates how caring and interdependent trees can be. From injured trees, other 

new trees are capable to grow using the roots networks of the old trees. Significantly, by 

renaming Eva’s baby ‘Burl’, Nell connects the boy with nature. He is born from his mother, 

but without the sacrifice of the wild boar he would never have existed. The boar gave its life 

to save boy’s life.  

Furthermore, wandering in the forest, through the variety of plants, trees and creatures 

Nell writes “I feel a secret elation. In some unfathomable way I feel less alone” (ITF,193). 

Gradually, the sisters become creatures of the forest and do not only benefit from its resources 

but also from its protection. At the end of the novel, Eva shows Nell boot prints in the mud. 

Either the stranger who raped Eva came back, or “someone like him” (ITF, 234). Analyzing 

the boot prints tangled with other prints, the sisters understand that something made him run 

in panic. “He got chased off by a bear?” (ITF, 235). Once again, the creatures of the forest 

that frightened the man saved their lives.  Earlier in the novel, the sisters would fear bears 

“Which is worse I wondered as we raced towards home with our jostling bags of berries-a 

bear or a man?” (ITF,192). But since they settled in the stump, their fear for wild creatures 

has faded. In his book L’entraide, l’autre loi de la jungle Servigne refers to the forest in those 

words “ Elle est devenue une sorte de super organisme, très résilient et hyper productif” (247). 

Being part of the forest, the sisters benefit from this vast interdependent network. They 

develop a ‘Partnership ethics’ in which “people and nature are equally important to each 

other” (Merchant 217).   
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12 Chapter 4:  Postgenderism  
 

The decaying world of The Road, the collapsed society of Into The Forest and the new 

ethics of care that emerge between the characters point to new gender roles that differ from 

the current gender norms established in the western society. As the novels only focus on two 

male characters for The Road and on two female characters for Into The Forest, this chapter 

analyzes how the protagonists cope with the absence of the other sex. Displaying behaviors 

that are not expected from men or women, the novels engage with postgenderism.    

Gender roles, in the traditional definition, stand for the way people are expected to act 

or speak and behave based upon their sex. Even if gender role expectations may differ from 

group to group, they are assigned on our biological sex. In our western culture, the concept of 

gender can be found in every step of life as society directs children towards what is taught to 

be masculine or feminine properties. From the moment the newborn has been identified as being 

a boy or a girl, he/she is understood in different terms and colors, toys, sports, jobs or activities 

associated with him or her will differ according to his/her sex. He or she will therefore fall into 

a preconceived category in which he/she is expected to behave manly or in a feminine way.  

 

4.1: Theoretical framework 

 

The idea to go beyond assigned gender roles has first appeared in Shulamith 

Firestone’s book The Dialectic of Sex (1970). She advocates for a society in which “genital 

differences between human beings no longer matter culturally”. This concept to go beyond 

the male/female binary will become the very core principle of postgenderism, a social and 

cultural movement whose activists present the need to move beyond gendered identities. By 

blurring the categories of men and women, individual could be liberated from gender 

stereotypes. Building on Firestone’idea of postgenderism, researchers have imagined several 

ways to blur gender categories. Hugues and Dvorsky argue that "our contemporary efforts at 

creating gender-neutral societies have reached the limits of biological gender" and therefore 

postulate that technology can help in transcending the limitations of biological gender. Using 
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technological means to create a post-gendered society has been the subject of many fictional 

works. Such an example is the novel “Diaspora” written by author Greg Egan in 1997 in 

which inhabitants use technology to adopt amorphous gender roles. Yet, using technology to 

change gender does not tackle the real problem of gender roles. The following part first 

explains how gender is often mistaken for sexed categories and further analyzes how moving 

away from hegemonic conceptions of masculinity and femininity could be a way towards 

postgenderism.  

The concept of gender drew a lot of attention in the 1990s with the publication of a 

highly influential book Performative Acts written by Judith Butler in 1988. The renowned 

gender theorist opposes two fundamental concepts: essentialism versus constructionism.  In 

gender theory, essentialism holds the view that some characteristics are specific and natural to 

one gender. Constructionism is, by contrast, the view that people’s actions depend on a set of 

social and cultural rules rather than on their genitalia.  In this theory, gender has nothing to do 

with the biological difference of being a male or a female but is rather defined by the 

expectations of the society they live in. Butler is a strong proponent of the constructionist 

view and reflects how gender is constructed. She develops her famous Performative 

Theory based on the assumption that gender is “performative”. Gender is based on the 

performance, on the repeated actions carried out by the individual. Gender is formed through 

a set of acts and “is real only to the extent that it is performed” (Butler 1988, 527). Your 

actions and behaviors consolidate your idea of being a man or a woman. Postulating gender 

as performative defines gender as a concept built from repeated actions and not from some 

underlying gender identity. According to Butler, performance does not express a real gender 

identity since gender is the momentaneous reflection of actions and behaviors of an 

individual. In other words, gender identity might be compared to an actor’s script, giving the 

actor a specific identity only when s/he acts out on stage. Men and women have to comply to 

their gendered script and their performance is evaluated in terms of what is expected from a 

man or a woman. In the new preface to Gender Trouble (1999) Butler explains that in her 

attempt to undo the masculine/feminine binary, she wishes to: 

open up the field of possibility for gender without dictating which kinds of 

possibilities ought to be realized. (...) Gender Trouble sought to uncover the ways in 

which the very thinking of what is possible in gendered life is foreclosed by certain 

habitual and violent presumptions. (Butler,preface VIII)  
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The way Butler reflects on gender in this quote suggests that our society should not count two 

genders (masculine and feminine) as this gender distinction leads to the assumption that all 

men and all women fall into two uniform categories. Putting males and females into different 

sections hinders any differences between individuals and establishes a kind of hierarchy in 

each gender category.  

Following Butler’s theory of gender performativity, gender studies have also 

highlighted that gender is biopsychosocial  (Barker & Scheele Gender, A Graphic Guide) 

since “our sense of our own gender is developed by a complex, ongoing interaction between 

our bodies and brains (“bio”), what happens to us and what that means to us (“psycho”) and 

wilder cultural messages and social structures around gender (“social”)” (164).  

Hierarchy between and within genders has been described in different ways. This 

section will analyze three influential frameworks that define the notions of masculinities and 

femininities. In their seminal article “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept” 

(2005), Connell and Raewyn describe hegemonic masculinity as the dominant form of 

masculinity. Hegemonic masculinity consists of a “pattern of practice” that each man should 

(successfully or not) try to embody (Connell and Raewyn, 832). The idealized traits for a man 

are courage, strength, emotional stability and rationality (840). But defining masculinity with 

normative rules does not fit all men and therefore gives way to other types of masculinities. 

When men show other characteristics and behaviors than those prescribed by the model, they 

fail to embody the dominant way of being a man and are put into sub-categories of 

masculinity.  As a consequence, nonstandard masculinities are considered as inferior and are 

socially marginalized. However, hegemonic masculinity does not only stand upon all other 

forms of masculinities but also above femininity. Trying to define  femininity, Connell states 

that ‘there is no femininity that is hegemonic in the sense that the dominant form of 

masculinity is hegemonic among men’ (Connell and  Raewyn, 183). For Connell, a hierarchy 

of femininities does not exist as all women are subordinate to men and hegemonic femininity 

is therefore not conceivable since the concept “hegemony” refers to a position of power and 

dominance.  Instead, the author advocates for ‘‘emphasized femininity’, which includes 

features of “vulnerability, fragility, acceptance of marriage, sexual receptivity, and 

motherhood” which are “oriented to accommodating the interests and desires of men” 

(Connell and  Raewyn,183). 

Researchers have attempted to build upon Connell’s model in order to bring all forms 

of femininities into the model. For this reason, Schippers in her article ‘Recovering the 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277539517303035#bb0050
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277539517303035#bb0050
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feminine other’ created a second framework, which presents hegemonic femininity as the 

counterpart of hegemonic masculinity. She postulates that hegemonic masculinity can only be 

defined in opposition and in complementarity to hegemonic femininity. Masculine traits such 

as strength and authority can only be dominant if they have their feminine counterpart 

of vulnerability and compliance. Therefore, by emphasizing the notion of complementarity, 

Schippers argues that a hegemonic femininity “consists of the characteristics defined as 

womanly that establish and legitimate a hierarchical and complementary relationship to 

hegemonic masculinity and that, by doing so, guarantee the dominant position of men and the 

subordination of women (Schippers, 94). By acknowledging a hegemonic femininity, 

Schippers postulates that there are also other forms of femininities that do not fit in the male 

dominant system. She labels them as ‘pariah femininities’. Even if Schipper’s model 

considers the multiple forms of femininities, the framework fails to give a thorough account 

of the status women take up in contemporary society.   

Reworking Connell and Schippers models, Prentice and Carranza in their article ‘The 

contents of prescriptive gender stereotypes’ have created a third framework to fit better the 

reality of today’s women. The two previous models of Connell and Schippers only define 

femininity in relation to masculinity. In the new model of Prentice and Carranza, femininity 

stands alone. Increasingly, women are adopting roles that were previously only ascribed to 

men and gradually moved from the private domain to enter the public one. Since most women 

in our societies have a job, they are also expected to perform “additional, nontraditional roles” 

(Prentice and Carranza 275). Besides showing the traditional qualities prescribed by their 

gender role, namely:  kindness, warmth and caretaker, women are also pressurized to show 

self-reliance and independence, characteristics that match their job occupations (Prentice and 

Carranza 273-274). Hegemonic femininity is, in this model, the archetype of a woman 

balancing with success her role of wife and mother with her role of working woman. This 

third framework reflects the reality of today’s women. However, the traditional roles and 

additional, nontraditional attitudes are not easy to reconcile. A woman who would like to 

devote herself entirely to her career is seen as failing if she does not give birth. 

 In his groundbreaking book Manhood in America (2006), Kimmel, an eminent 

professor of sociology and gender at Stony Brook University, illustrates the construction of 

masculinity throughout American history. He states that the dominant understanding of 

manhood in America is the Self-Made Man, shaped in the nineteenth century. The Self-Made-

Man arises from the capitalist system and is defined by “activities in the public sphere, 
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measured by accumulated wealth and status, by geographic and social mobility” (Kimmel,17). 

However, the turn of the 20th century undermined the portrayal of the Self-Made-Man. The 

industrial revolution and the alienation of work were the precursors of a perceived crisis of 

masculinity: “Manhood had meant autonomy and self-control, but now fewer and fewer 

American men owned their own shop, controlled their own labor, own their own farm” 

(Kimmel, 58). Men found themselves deprived of their workforce, less autonomous and more 

dependent on the machines. The unmaking of the Self-Made Men brought a sense of 

emasculation. Male domination was not only eroded by rapid industrialization but also by 

other social changes such as women and immigrant’s entry in the labor force. With his book, 

Kimmel achieves to show that the conception of masculinity in America is tied to its history. 

Each social change was perceived as an attack towards the conception of masculinity and men 

had to constantly demonstrate their virility. In order to restore manhood, men had to prove 

themselves to be masculine, “a man was in constant need of demonstration” (Kimmel, 43).  

Kimmel points out in his second book Misframing Men: The politics of Contemporary 

Masculinities (2010) that American men, at the turn of the millennium, did not feel secure in 

their masculinity and many movements arose to “restore masculinity that is perceived to be 

damaged (...) after decades of assault by feminism, gay liberationists, affirmative actionists 

and liberal academics.” (5) Actually, men felt attacked in their dominant masculinity as 

minorities gained more and more rights. However, the belief that masculinity was in crisis 

changed with the events of 9/11. As the media largely documented the bravery of heroes of 

9/11, commenting on “firefighters, police and other rescue workers” (6), the attacks of 9/11 

reshaped American masculinity and presented the saviors as men. Kimmel illustrates that the 

post 9/11 period shows an important “effort to trumpet the return of the old heroic manhood- 

and the concomitant effort to return women to their ‘rightful’ place in the home.” (5) The 

author points out that even if women were underrepresented among firefighters and police 

officers in general, the media only portrayed men as saviors and undermined therefore the 

dedication of the few women. According to Kimmel, the attacks of 9/11 were a shift in the 

crisis of masculinity: “Real men were back- and we were told we were safer for it.”(7) The 

conception of American masculinity changed over times, always reshaped by social changes 

and which must be “constantly demonstrated” (81).  

Hegemonic masculinity in America can be summarized with Brannon’s four rules 

about manhood in The male sex role-and what it’s done for us lately (1976), ideas taken over 

by Kimmel in his book Manhood in America:  
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The first and perhaps most important rule is: "No Sissy Stuff!" One may never do 

anything, that even remotely suggests femininity. Masculinity is the relentless 

repudiation of the feminine. The second rule is: "Be a Big Wheel" Masculinity is 

measured by, power, success, wealth, and status. The third rule reminds men to "Be a 

Sturdy Oak" since real men show no emotions, are emotionally reliable by being 

emotionally inexpressive. And finally, "Give em Hell." Exude an aura of manly daring 

and aggression. These four rules sum up the masculine predicament” (Brannon, quoted 

in Kimmel Manhood in America, 186). 

 

In this extract, Kimmel illustrates that “a real man in America” cannot possibly be associated 

with feminine traits. The man must show his possessions, ought to bottle up his feelings and, 

lastly, must be brave and take risks.  

 Womanhood in America has also sharply evolved through history. In her article 

‘Changing Ideals of Womanhood During the Nineteenth-Century Woman Movement’, Crua 

explains that, in the 19th century, “women's choices were limited to marriage and 

motherhood, or spir\sterhood. Whatever the choices, both paths resulted in domestic 

dependency.” (187). This idea of men’s control on women is illustrated with the cult of the 

“True Woman” popular in the 19 century and which designated women as “as the symbolic 

keeper of morality and decency within the home. Piety, purity, submissiveness, and 

domesticity were thought to be natural to women” (188). After such repression, the women’s 

movement rose in the twentieth century, which become a crucial century for feminism in 

America. In the literature, the history of feminism is often divided in three waves and 

Harrison in her article ‘The changing roles of women in American Society’ illustrates the 

different women’s movements. The first wave occurred in the mid-19th century and would 

last to the early 20th century. Basics rights for women were claimed as the right to vote and to 

own properties which was finally guaranteed in 1920. The start of World War II was a crucial 

shift in American women’s lives. Because of the vacuum left by the men leaving for the war, 

“Jobs once reserved for male workers opened to women as the men went into the military.” 

(Harrison, 11) For some years, women enjoyed more freedom in the workplace. In her 

influential book Immigration, Assimilation, and the Cultural Construction of American 

National Identity Anderson writes that, by the end of the war when  “soldiers were back and 

picked up their lives (...) women were no longer needed to perform full-time, wage earning 

jobs in the industrial economy. They were once more marooned at home” (Anderson, 94). In 

this post-war period, America became a superpower in the world and witnessed a 

considerable economic boom. Women “became the engine of the American’s economic 

growth: they were the chief consumers” (Anderson, 95). While their husbands earned the 
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money, women were supposed to use it. More and more advertisements targeted women, 

urging them to buy home appliances, furniture, and clothes. In this period, the ideal housewife 

was a “happy domestic goddess who became a shorthand for normative American 

womanhood.” (Anderson ,95). However, women did not leave the labor force for so long. By 

1960 “almost a third of American wives worked for wages at least part time and contributed 

about a quarter of the family’s income” (Harrison, 11). Even if women were back to the 

workplaces, they still had to face discrimination in their jobs, which led to the second feminist 

wave in the 1970s. Feminists advocated for equal status and pay in the workplace. Although 

laws had been passed to prevent discrimination against women at work, they were still kept in 

low positions. By 1990, “70 percent of working women still earn their living as clerical, 

service, or sales workers.” (Harrison, 12). The persistence of gender roles at work and at 

home led to the third feminist wave in the 1990s. Third wavers confronted gender-related 

issues.  

Since women entered the labor force in the second half of the twentieth century, they 

have had to juggle with their careers and families. The working women in America were 

labelled the “tired class” (Harrison 28) for the multiples hours they spend balancing work and 

family’s responsibilities. Under no circumstances they could abandon their primary role as 

mothers to focus on their career path. In their article ‘Assigning Care’, Badgett and Folbre 

coined the term “socially imposed altruism" to refer to the pressure exerted on women to care 

for the other (312). The authors draw attention to the disproportionate time women spend in 

caring labor and illustrate that the caregiver concept is very deeply rooted in gender norms.  

All taken together, a “real” woman is no longer the embodiment of the “true woman” who 

must stay home and be the keeper of purity. Throughout the centuries, American women 

fought for their right to vote, entered the labor force and demanded equal status with men. 

However, today’s American women are still bound to their family and either exist as wife or 

mother. Hegemonic Femininity in America could be defined as a working mom who can 

perfectly balance her family and career responsibilities.  

This description of gender has attempted to show how men and women are expected 

by the society to fulfill a set of characteristics and practices that are worth of a real man or a 

real woman. Individuals who fail to embody those hegemonic masculinity and femininity are 

seen as failing man or women. However, as gender is constructed rather than natural (Butler, 

Performative Acts), those failures might become new possibilities in terms of what a man or a 

woman can do. It is therefore possible to broaden up the scope of masculinities and 
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femininities and, doing so, blurring gendered categories. Fictional literature is a great tool to 

challenge the preconceived gender roles. As The Road and Into The Forest are set in an 

altered future, the protagonists must let go of their previous gender roles in order to cope with 

the survivalist situation. Characteristics that were, in the old world, solely seen as feminine or 

masculine become gender neutral as both sexes need them to survive. Moreover, as the novels 

only focus on two male characters for The Road and on two female characters for Into The 

Forest, this chapter analyzes how the protagonists cope with the absence of the other sex and 

display behaviors that blur the limits of gender roles.   

 

4.2: Away from hegemonic masculinity in The Road 

At first sight, the world of The Road is a very masculine one. We only have two male 

protagonists, a father and his son travelling a hostile landscape. The women in the novel do 

not embody significant roles. The mother committed suicide shortly after the unnamed event 

and the other few women are barely mentioned. Many scholars have pointed out the lack of 

female characters in McCarthy's oeuvre. Among them, Joanna Wildowicz (2018) investigates 

in her article ‘Discredited female characters in McCarthy’s novels’ the marginalization of the 

woman in the author’s work. She states that “in McCarthy’s novels women are crucial to 

binding the plots, but they never lead, only float on the books’ pages” (103). The few women 

in his work are indeed often kept outside of the narrative. As pointed out by Wildowicz, the 

women are either described as silent and submissive characters even put to death, evicted 

from the story. Among McCarthy’s novels, The Orchard Keeper (1965), All The Pretty 

Horses (1992), and Blood meridian (1985) are some of the many titles in which women are 

bound to death. Unsurprisingly, the storyline of The Road follows McCarthy’s recurrent 

pattern of women’s marginalization: an absent mother leaving her son and husband in the 

decaying world. Yet, the restored mother figure at the end of the novel is unusual and raises 

some questions. Her significance will be further analyzed. 

Since The Road evicts the mother from its narrative, criticism has arisen regarding the 

misogynist tone of the novel. In his article ‘Post-Feminist Fatherhood and the Marginalization 

of the Mother in Cormac McCarthy's The Road’ (2018), Berit Astrom interprets the novel as 

picturing the “valorization of the father, the vilification of the mother and narrative 

misogyny.”(114) He argues that in the turn of the millennium, “present-day fathers not only 

parent less than mothers’, but they can also choose how much, or how little, they interact with 
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their children, in a way that mothers cannot”(115).  Fathers that participate in the family life 

are “regarded as exceptional” (115) and show an “heroic fatherhood” (125). Astrom analyzes 

that behind the representation of fathers as caring and nurturing hides the underlying idea of 

unnecessary mothers. He illustrates how the father in The Road is the only parent the boy 

needs since “the man is both the better father and the better mother” (121). The author argues 

that while the mother in the road is marginalized and vilified for having committed suicide, 

the participatory father invested in his son's survival is valorized and elevated to the status of 

hero.  

While Astrom may think that the eviction of women reflects the misogynistic tone of 

the novel, this section argues that the non-presence of women does not lead ultimately to the 

sublimation of men. It suggests that The Road offers the possibility to look into the 

hegemonic masculinity and see its limits and failures. A crucial starting point in our analysis 

is to wonder why McCarthy excludes the mother from the narrative and analyze what results 

out of this man's world.  

4.2.1: Limits of care 

 In many ways, the women in The Road, and especially the mother, lack the usual 

warmth and tenderness attributed to women by hegemonic femininity. As Badgett and Folbre 

demonstrate with their “socially imposed altruism”, women are strongly expected by the 

society to care for others. However, as Butler explains, gender is not natural but rather 

constructed. "One is not born, but, rather becomes a woman" (Beauvoir qtd. in Butler 

“Performative acts” 519). Caring for others is therefore not a natural aptitude developed by 

women, but rather a skill acquired over time. In The Road, the mother is presented as uncaring 

since she kills herself, leaving her man and son in the barren landscape. While the mother is 

physically absent from the narrative, she often appears in flashback scenes. Via past 

recollection, McCarthy gives us a brief insight into the woman’s thoughts in a narration 

focused only on the man’s view.  Arguing about her suicide, the mother states “Sooner or 

later they will catch us and they will kill us. They will rape me. They'll rape him. They are 

going to rape us and kill us and eat us and you wont face it.” (TR,56).  The mother is fully 

aware of the dangers surrounding them. Knowing that her family is at the mercy of the 

cannibal gangs, she cannot stand the idea of her son being gradually eaten. She personally 

chooses death over this life of fear and wishes to take her son with her: “ I'd take him with me 

if it werent for you. You know I would. It's the right thing to do.” (TR,56). However, the 
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father is not willing to abandon his son to death. As for his wife, he tries to make her change 

her mind but does not know how to retain her, and he watches her helplessly leaves in the 

cold night. “She was gone and the coldness of it was her final gift. She would do it with a 

flake of obsidian. He'd taught her himself. Sharper than steel. The edge an atom thick.” 

(TR,58).  

The description of the mother, through the man’s recollection, does not fit the 

common idea of motherhood presented in hegemonic femininity. In this description, we feel 

as it was something wrong with her. She seems to have failed her role as a mother as she 

abandons her husband and son to some possible death. Moreover, she is associated with 

‘coldness’ and ‘sharpness’, characteristics that do not fit motherhood. The mother’s choice to 

kill herself may possibly come from her lack of maternal instinct. She is ready to take her son 

with her in death but cannot care for him any longer. Sitting by the campfire with the man, 

she gives the reason for her final choice  

They say that women dream of danger to those in their care and men of danger to 

themselves. But I dont dream at all. (...) Because I am done with my own whorish 

heart and I have been for a long time. You talk about taking a stand but there is no 

stand to take. My heart was ripped out of me the night he was born so dont ask for 

sorrow now. (TR,57)  

 In this extract, the mother reveals that she lost the usual women’s protective instinct. She no 

longer dreams of those in her care and acknowledges that she cannot be the typical mother 

expected by the society. Moreover, her “heart was ripped out” from her the night he was born. 

Giving birth in the wake of the disaster pressurized her to extremely care for her family but 

she reveals that her “whorish heart” prevents her from doing it any longer. Mothering is such 

terrible conditions is too demanding for her. She would rather take her son’s life than seeing 

him being eaten by the cannibals. Her wish to take her son with her in death could be seen as 

an ultimate act of care. She is particularly aware of the threats to her son who is an easy prey 

in this world. She may have a clearer view on the decaying world than the man who claims 

repeatedly that everything will be ok.  

The Road presents a disturbing insistence in illustrating women as uncaring. Besides 

the mother, women are repeatedly ripped off their loving and sense of care. This is 

exemplified in the composition of cannibal gangs made of “four bearded men and two 

women” (TR, 111). While the father and his son are hiding to escape the gang, it is a woman’s 

voice they hear coming for them: “He could hear them in the road talking. Voice of a 
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woman.” (TR,112 ). Women, in the same way as men, hunt the survivors to cannibalize them. 

This implication of women in the band is of crucial importance for our analysis as it seems to 

have no distinction between male and female for the organization of the group. With this 

passage, we face a double misunderstanding. One the one hand, is it inconceivable to have 

people being cannibalized and, one the other hand, thinking of women as perpetrators 

reinforces a nonsense for humanity. As a result, the gloomy atmosphere of the novel is deeply 

reinforced by the uncaring role of women. The reader may feel betrayed when he/she realizes 

that women can be as monstrous as men.  The father and the son might be the only ones left 

with a sense of ethics, since even the women abandoned their (so-called) main characteristics: 

love and care for others.  

Taken together, the behaviors of the mother and the women in The Road go against 

the usual depiction of femininity. Through the novel, McCarthy deconstructs the idea of 

women as naturally kind, warm and caretakers. In the decaying world, ruled by cannibals, the 

mother cannot stand the extreme pressure of caring for her family and chooses death over life. 

Her final choice may mirror the impossibility to exist as an independent woman. In order to 

understand the eviction of the mother from the narrative, we should refer to Prentice and 

Carranza’s framework over hegemonic femininity. According to the authors, a woman can 

show non-traditional characteristics as dependence and self-reliance as long as she also 

performs her caring role of mother. However, the mother in The Road has lost her primary 

role of caretaker as she cannot be a good mother and a good wife, she must bear expulsion 

from the story.    

4.2.2: Failed performances or new possibilities?  

          This section illustrates how the father and the son react to the predicament of 

American manhood. This analysis focuses first on the father who slowly takes up the role of 

the mother. This part attempts to explore the ways in which the father still embodies certain 

features of the hegemonic masculinity while giving up on others. Further, this section will 

analyze how the boy moves away from hegemonic masculinity and presents another way of 

looking at gender.  

The father’s description mirrors the impossibility to fully embody the American 

hegemonic masculinity. In his book Manhood in America, Kimmel explains that “Such a 

model is, of course, unrealizable for any man (...) But we keep trying, valiantly and vainly, to 

measure up. American masculinity is a relentless test.” (186). The father in The Road is put to 
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the test to be a “real man”. The novel, written in the post 9/11 context, is expected to restore 

heroic masculinity, as Kimmel explains in Misframing Men. Yet, the father only embodies to 

a certain point this heroic attitude.  One the one hand, he is described as a though men capable 

of ensuring his son’s survival. He knows how to use a gun and is able to shoot at anyone 

threatening his son: “My job is to take care of you (...) I will kill anyone who touches you 

(TR, ). Moreover, he is very resourceful, he always manages to find some food, he knows how 

to filter water from the ashes and is able to syphon the last drops of oil. His inventiveness is 

exemplified in the following extract depicting how he manages to push a cart on littered 

streets. “He fashioned sweeps from two old brooms he'd found and wired them to the cart to 

clear the limbs from the road in front of the wheels” (TR, 19). On the other hand, the father 

does not live up to the expectations of the “real American man”. He is not the heroic man that 

will save the world. He is a dying man who lacks physical strength: “They stopped often to 

rest. He'd no strength to carry the child.” (TR,102 ). Particular emphasis is put on the man’s 

condition as the following extract indicates. “Slogging to the edge of the road with his back to 

the child where he stood bent with his hands on his knees, coughing. He raised up and stood 

with weeping eyes. On the gray snow a fine mist of blood” (TR,30 ). The man tries as hard as 

possible to hide his disease from his son. A first possible explanation is that the father does 

not want his son to worry about him. Another reason for the father to hide his serious 

condition lays in the performance. As argued by Kimmel, a “real man” must constantly prove 

his virility and reject everything that is associated with femininity (186). In the novel, 

McCarthy seems to reflect on what it takes to be a man in America. The father, clinging to his 

ideal of manhood, tries to perform his virility but fails to appear strong and healthy. The boy 

confronting his father, tells him: 

When you wake up coughing you walk out along the road or somewhere but I can still 

hear you coughing. 

 I'm sorry. 

One time I heard you crying.  

I know.  

So if I shouldnt cry you shouldnt cry either.  

Okay (TR,270) 

As this extract exemplifies, the boy is fully aware of his father’s disease and despair. He heard 

him crying in secret. Being emotional does not fit masculinity. As Kimmel states “real men 
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show no emotions” (186). However, while the father may have hidden his feelings in order to 

remain a real man, the boy sees the cries in a different way. For him crying is a normal 

expression for somebody who is afraid. Often in the novel, the son bursts in tears and the 

father constantly reassures him saying that they will be okay. Therefore, his last sentence “So 

if I shouldnt cry you shouldnt cry either” takes another meaning. The boy does not tell his 

father to stop crying because men do not cry but rather because there is nothing to cry about. 

As his father told him many times “It'll be okay” (TR,270 ).  

Talking overtly over his feelings was something that, in the old world, was not 

considered as virile. In the novel, the father’s recollection of a perfect day he spent with his 

uncle mirrors the ideal silence between men. “Neither of them had spoken a word. This was 

the perfect day of his childhood. This the day to shape the days upon” (TR, 13). However, in 

this new gloomy world, the father must reconsider the value of sharing emotions. He must 

check verbally on his son and reassure him. He does not teach the boy to bottle up his feelings 

but rather to share them. Seeing that his son is not well, the father initiates the conversation.  

You have to talk to me, he said.  

I'm talking.  

Are you sure?  

I'm talking now.  

(...) 

You could tell me a story about yourself.  

You already know all the stories about me. You were there.  

You have stories inside that I dont know about. 

 You mean like dreams? Like dreams. Or just things that you think about (TR, 268)  

  

The father wants his son to talk about what bothers him, what he thinks, or what he dreams 

about. Through the novel, the father makes a point in always asking the boy how he feels.   

His attitude towards the boy is paradoxical since he encounters himself difficulties in 

sharing his despair. “There were times when he sat watching the boy sleep that he would 

begin to sob uncontrollably but it wasnt about death. He wasnt sure what it was about but he 
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thought it was about beauty or about goodness” (TR, 129). The father only allows himself to 

be emotional when the son is asleep.  He does not apply the same rules for him or for his son. 

Talking to the boy, the father says “I know you're scared. That's okay” (TR, 137). The father 

acknowledges that it is “okay” to feel fear, and yet cannot let himself cry in front of his son. 

This example illustrates that the man does not pressurize his son into the old perception of 

masculinity but, as far as he is concerned, cannot easily share his emotions since the rule that 

boys do not cry has shaped his whole life.   

Another point that needs analysis is the portrayal of the father’s external signs of 

masculinity. The second rule expressed by Brannon claims that “Masculinity is measured by, 

power, success, wealth, and status” (Brannon qtd. in Kimmel ‘Manhood in America’, 186). 

However, the father is not is a powerful position since the cannibal gangs seem to rule on the 

barren landscape. As he refuses to be part of the bad guys, he and his son are constantly 

hunted. Moreover, as Kimmel writes, a “real man” is evaluated “ on the size of his biceps or 

wallet” (manhood in america,316). However, the father in The Road cannot possibly possess 

anything since their belongings are reduced to what fits in the shopping cart. Yet, it is 

interesting to note that the man kept his wallet for years after the catastrophe.  

He'd carried his billfold about till it wore a cornershaped hole in his trousers. Then one 

day he sat by the roadside and took it out and went through the contents. Some money, 

credit cards. His driver's license. A picture of his wife. He spread everything out on 

the blacktop. Like gaming cards. He pitched the sweatblackened piece of leather into 

the woods and sat holding the photograph. Then he laid it down in the road also and 

then he stood and they went on. (TR, 51)  

This extract is of crucial importance in understanding the value of possessions for a man. 

While the disaster took place several years ago, the father kept his wallet “till it wore a 

cornershaped hole in his trousers” (TR, 51). Even if he does not need money, credit card or 

driving license, the father seems reluctant to give up objects characterized his former identity. 

The same situation happens with cars as Cooper points out in his article Barracuda: Cars and 

Trucks in Cormac McCarthy’s Fiction (2016). She states that McCarthy presents a “consistent 

aesthetic fixation on motor vehicles, descriptions of which seem to stand as metonyms for 

masculinity.” (Cooper,8). However, in The Road, the cars are old and useless since the last 

drops of oil have been consumed. The only truck that still runs is owned by the bad guys. The 

old truck illustrates for an instant the powerful position of the bad guys but, some seconds 

after fail them. “The truck passed on and the black diesel smoke coiled through the woods. 

The motor sounded ropy. Missing and puttering. Then it quit.” (TR,62). If as Cooper states, 
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“vehicle stands as metonyms for masculinity” (8), then cars and the trucks in The Road 

embody a failing and decaying masculinity.  Instead of owning a car, the father is on foot, 

pushing a shopping cart. This description of the man is miles away from the idea of a “real 

man”.  

The shopping cart is even associated with womanhood as women, in our western 

society, are often expected to be responsible for the grocery shopping. Moreover, the man 

picks up shrivel apples and mushroom to feed his son. Instead of hunting as it is expecting 

from men, he picks up food from the ground, an activity that is perceived to be for women. In 

doing so, the father transgresses the most important rule that “Masculinity is the relentless 

repudiation of the feminine.” (Brannon qtd. in Kimmel’s Manhood in America, 186) The 

father lacks external signs of masculinity. He is even devoid of a wife. While a “real man” 

should find a wife and start a family, it seems he has failed to keep his wife with him. The 

mother, talking about death tells him “I've taken a new lover. He can give me what you 

cannot” (TR,57).    

The father parenting alone in The Road is of particular interest. As mentioned earlier, 

the death of the mother is a central element in the conception of the story. The whole book is 

about her absence and the strong father-son relationship that results from it. The reader 

embarks on an emotional journey alongside the protagonists, trying to figure out how a boy 

can live in such harsh living conditions without a maternal figure to provide him with love 

and tenderness. Can a father care as well as a mother about his offspring? Is he able to offer 

him both security and love? In the usual gendered division of household labor, mother’s daily 

workloads eclipses father’s. (Sayer, ‘Trends in women’s and men’s paid work, unpaid work 

and free time’, 2005). According to Sayer, mothers in many countries care more for children 

and for household labor whereas fathers do more paid work. 

In The Road, coping with the mother’s absence, the father involves himself much 

more in the family domain than in a traditional division of labor. Throughout the novel, the 

reader witnesses a father doing his very best to fill the vacuum left by the mother. As an 

illustration, he bathes the boy, cuts his hair, reads him stories and kisses him. “He bent and 

kissed the boy on his forehead. Stop worrying, he said” (TR,223). Those caring behaviors 

challenge the traditional organization of household labor in which women do more that 

fathers, who are seen as breadwinners and work in paid jobs outside the house. Through the 

novel, the father becomes a mother-like figure by taking over the attitudes that are 



59 
 

traditionally associated with motherhood. The decaying world of The Road and the absence of 

the mother make the father break free from the constraints of masculinity and opens up new 

possibilities for gender roles. In order to ensure the survival of his son, the father must take 

care of him and provide him with love and affection. McCarthy achieves to reconnect 

masculinity with the value that were often put aside: empathy and care for others. Men, as 

much as women are capable of caring for others. The father blurs the boundaries of his gender 

role and step outside his assigned category of “father” and “real man”.  

The analysis of the boy’s behavior is also very insightful for the meaning gender takes 

in the new world. As the boy is born shortly after the unnamed catastrophe, he never knew the 

old principles that governed gender roles. He has never been pressurized by the society or by 

his father to behave in a masculine way. Therefore, he seems completely liberated from the 

male predicates. First of all, he is often associated with femininity. He is not the heavy boy 

America praises but is very thin and appears weak. “The boy so frail and thin through his 

coat” (TR,67 ) Moreover, the values he puts forward are not bravery and daring but rather 

care and compassion for everyone he encounters on the road. Another notable example is the 

boy’s constant fear for violence. Several times in the novel, when his father asks him to take 

the gun, the boy cannot resolve to hold it. The father, entering a house in search for food, tell 

his boy: 

I think there may be things in there and we have to take a look. There's no place else to 

go. This is it. I want you to help me. If you dont want to hold the lamp you'll have to 

take the pistol.  

I'll hold the lamp. 

 Okay. 

 This is what the good guys do. They keep trying. They dont give up. 

 Okay. (TR,137)  

 

The father wants to empower his son by including him in the search for food. The boy’s 

choice for the lamp instead of the gun shows a passive behavior. He still needs to be 

protected. Yet, the father asks repeatedly his son to hold the gun and prepares him for a life 

without him.  

Through the novel, the reader witnesses the boy becoming gradually a man. At the end 

of the novel he is taking responsibility for his father actions. Talking about the punishment 

inflicted by his father on the thief, the boy includes himself saying “ But we did kill him” 
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(TR,260 ) Moreover, while the boy had often asked his father what the next step was : “ What 

should we do, Papa?” (TR,49 ) he finds himself alone in making decisions after his father's 

death. Relying on his father’s teaching, the boy knows that he must find the good guys. After 

three days spent next to his dead father, the boy sees someone coming. “A veteran of old 

skirmishes”. Yet, how can he make sure they are the good guys?  

How do I know you're one of the good guys? 

You dont. You'll have to take a shot.  

Are you carrying the fire?  

Am I what?  

Carrying the fire.  

(...)  

Do you have any kids?  

We do.  

Do you have a little boy?  

We have a little boy and we have a little girl. (TR,284)  

 

After a long discussion with the veteran, the boy makes the decision to follow the man when 

he tells him he has a family. Since “good guys” do not eat people and carry the values of care 

and love, the veteran should be one of them. The novel seems to argue that the boy becomes a 

man when he takes the decisions to trust someone and moves away from his father’s fear for 

strangers. Being a man is therefore not linked to the ability to use a gun but rather to the 

ability to trust people and care for them.  

Yet, the representation of the end is very ambiguous. After having deconstructed the 

traditional gender roles attributed to men and women, McCarthy ends his novel with a return 

to the traditional nuclear family. In the end, the orphan boy is adopted by a new family 

composed of a father, a mother and two children. After years without maternal love, he finds a 

new woman who is caring and affectionate.  

The woman when she saw him put her arms around him and held him. Oh, she said, I 

am so glad to see you. She would talk to him sometimes about God. He tried to talk to 

God but the best thing was to talk to his father and he did talk to him and he didnt 

forget. The woman said that was all right.She said that the breath of God was his 

breath yet though it pass from man to man through all of time. (TR,286)  
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The return to the patriarchal family, with a protective father and a caring mother, is analyzed 

by Bellamy in his article ‘The reproductive imperative’ (2018). He writes that the novel “does 

not tell a story about humanity, its future, or its ethics. It tells a story about men. The Road 

narrativizes the impossibility of patriarchy without women and without mothers.” 

(Bellamy,51). According to him, The Road emphasizes the need for women to procreate and 

give birth to a future generation. Another critic, Sullivan, also decodes the new presence of 

women as ensuring the future of the human race. “The waiting mother’s function in The Road 

is thus clear: her daughter ensures that the boy can engender a new generation to “carry the 

fire,” without which Papa’s suffering would be in vain. (“Good Guys” 97). The biological 

function of the women is put forward in the two articles. Yet, the restored family presents a 

“woman” and not a “mother”.  This could indicate a frail hope that a woman could exist for 

herself besides being a mother or a wife. Opportunity that the absent mother could not seize 

up since she was never referred to as a ‘woman’. However, while the whole narrative tries to 

depict a caring man “ He put his arm around him and held him.”(TR, 91),  the reintroduction 

of a caring woman doing the exact same gesture “puts her arm around him and held him” 

challenges the idea of gender blurring. The suicide of the mother gave the father the 

unexpected opportunity to move away from hegemonic masculinity and embrace a 

participatory fatherhood in which values as care and love are crucial.  

Yet, the structure of the family remains unchanged when both men and women parent. 

Even when the structures and rules of the old world collapsed, the family kept the same 

gendered organization over the years. The man wears a “shotgun” and goes towards the father 

and the boy while the woman waits and care for the children. Knowing the old world, the 

family reproduce the previous gender norms. Looking at what persists in terms of gender roles 

confirms something culturally deeply rooted in the western society. While the father, coping 

with the mother’s absence, is able to blur gender roles by displaying characteristics seen as 

feminine, the restoration of traditional gender norms in the family highlights the need for a 

further journey towards postgenderism.  

 

4.3: Independent femininity in Into the Forest  

 

Compared to The Road that was previously analyzed as a man’s world, Into the Forest 

depicts mainly a female’s world. After their parents’ death, Nell and Eva find themselves 
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alone on the edge of a forest. As chapter 3 mentions, the sisters rely on each other and on 

nature to survive and benefit from the interdependent network of the forest. Yet, in their 

journey towards nature, they suffer major crisis linked to male presence around whom their 

lives seem to revolve.  

As the theoretical section mentions, women were perceived as submissive to men. Yet, 

the notion of hegemonic femininity has been reworked through years. The first two models of 

Connell and Schippers, only define femininity in relation to masculinity. According to the 

authors, hegemonic femininity display characteristics such as fragility and compliance that 

legitimize the male dominance over women. Building upon Connell and Schipper’s models, 

Prentice and Carranza introduce a third framework that postulates that femininity can stand on 

its own. This section illustrates how the two sisters move away from Connell and Schippers’s 

model to embrace a femininity freed from male dominance and freed from gender roles.   

The first incident leading the girls to reconsider their roles was the death of their father 

in the forest. As expected by the typical gendered pattern, their father is described as a manual 

guy “ a genius for maintaining old trucks and cars” and  “was always doing something, 

always tinkering or fiddling or fixing, adding another room, rebuilding an engine” (ITF, 44). 

The death of the father reveals the gendered distribution of role within the house. Reflecting 

in her lack of manual knowledges, Nell “felt desperate by the way he had always either done 

things for us or left us to figure them out for ourselves.”. Keeping the house in good 

conditions is a real challenge for the girls who never assisted their father in those kinds of 

activities and must learn everything about  “fetching tools, figuring out strategies, and 

forestalling problems”(TR, 55). A first step in their construction away from masculinity and 

away from gender roles is their inventiveness and boldness they show in order to survive. 

Their evolution is illustrated via Eva’s dance, in which she becomes more forceful.  

Her steps changed, and she was dancing something I had never seen, a haunting, 

jarring dance that began with a series of slow, pensive arabesque from which she 

collapsed into a knock-kneed, flat-footed second position. Then, with her feet still 

spread in second, she rose en pointe, her open legs making her look unsettlingly strong 

and tall. (...) It was embarrassing to see her dance that way, so unlike my composed 

and graceful sister. (ITF, 27) 

In Eva’s gestures, Nell notices a growing confidence in her identity as her sister becomes 

“unsettlingly strong and tall” which differs from her old “composed and graceful sister”. 

Growing away from the shadows of men, the sisters enter new positions of power that do not 

match Connel and Shippers’s models. As Schippers mentions, hegemonic femininity puts 
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forward vulnerability and compliance to match men’s strength and authority in order to 

“guarantee the dominant position of men and the subordination of women.” (Schippers, 94). 

However, as Eva’s dance suggests, the girls are able to step out of their subordinated place to 

enter position of power.  

Whereas the sisters had learned to survive without their father and began to construct 

their identities away from men, Nell’s friend Eli, disturbs their organization when he shows 

up at their front door and settles in their house for the night. In her writing, Nell draws 

attention to the relief the sisters felt knowing he was in the house. “We forgot to lock the door 

last night before we slept” (ITF, 110). But the following day, this impression of security is 

already gone, and his presence becomes a burden. “I feel impatient and exposed. I want him 

to leave” (ITF, 112). Moreover, besides “taking too much space” and “eating the (their) food” 

(ITF,112), the sisters are forced to realize he will not be of any help. “I asked him when we 

should start pruning, whether he thought the truck battery would hold its charge (...) but he 

said he’d never pruned a tree, didn’t know much about batteries” (ITF, 112). Even though Eli 

will not save the girls, he instills hope for a better life in Boston, rumored city with electricity 

and tries to convince Nell to come with him. Yet, the departure for Boston causes 

disagreement between the sisters. Whereas Nell wants to follow Eli on his journey, Eva 

chooses to stay home. For the first time since their father’s death, the sisters split up. But, 

after several miles, Nell tells Eli she cannot leave Eva. “Suddenly he stopped and look at me 

as though he were seeing something new” (ITF, 133) This extract marks a second turning 

point in Nell’s identity construction. Eli acknowledges in her an unsuspected strength. By 

rejecting Eli’s offer to lead her to Boston, Nell also denies her future role of wife and mother. 

This is even more surprising since Nell was secretly in love with Ely and wondered “if 

someone will ever come to (her) , if there will ever be a boy-a man- for (her) to open to” (ITF, 

60). However, when the time comes to begin a new life with him, she rather returns to her 

sister, moving away from male influence.  

In the novel, the sisters try to embody their mother’s saying “ You’re your own 

person” and move away from Connell’s model in which women only exist “as mothers; as 

schoolmates; as girlfriends, sexual partners, and wives” (848). In a flashback scene, when 

their mother, a former dancer,  takes her family to a ballet, Nell remembers women in tutus 

making “dramatic and very general comment about how wonderful families were, how much 

they envied our mother, how they wished they, too, would get married and have babies.” 

(ITF, 41). Ironically, Nell emphasizes the “dramatic” and “general” tone of their wishes. In 
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the novel, the sisters try to move away from this traditional pattern that presents a fully 

accomplished women as a wife and a mother. Yet, a major incident precipitated the girls into 

motherhood when a male invader, in search for gas, rapes Eva. In her article ‘Ecofeminism, 

Motherhood and the Post-Apocalyptic Utopia’ Hutner interprets Eva’s rape within the 

ecofeminist theory that links “the rape of feminized earth with the rape of the female body” 

(77). She argues that the novel illustrates how patriarchal dominance has enabled men to 

possess both women and nature. Building upon Hutner’s analysis, it can also be demonstrated 

that the sisters subvert the patriarchal model. Eva points out that the baby “is its own person” 

since nobody can claim possession of a human being. “How could this baby possibly be his? 

(...) besides how could this baby even be mine” (ITF,165). Few lines later, Nell dreaming that 

a bear “licks and breathes on Eva, enveloping her face too, in its jaws” realizes “So that’s how 

babies are made” (166). The sisters deny the invader’s paternity and assign the baby to the 

benevolent force of the forest. The forest will care for the baby in providing him with food, 

shelter, and security while the so called “father” only gave violence.  

 A last significant challenge for the sisters is the sex of the baby. While Nell strongly 

believes that the baby will be a girl, she is very disappointed seeing that a new male entered 

their lives. “All that work for a boy” (ITF,218) After a deep perseverance in constructing their 

femininity away from masculinity, they find themselves linked to a boy. Yet as Nell spends 

time with the baby boy, she realizes that he brings her immense joy. “The forest seemed 

keener, fresher, more alive because he was in it with me” (ITF, 224). This extract linking 

masculinity and a “more alive” forest gives hope for a better model. The patriarchal 

model that allowed men to dominate nature and women comes to an end. Men are not wrong; 

it is the system in which they grow that failed them.  

The division of labor between the sisters is also a point of analysis. After giving birth, 

Eva is too weak to care for his son and Nell takes the lead. Surprisingly enough, while she has 

not given birth, she is able to produce milk. So, when the baby cries “dark circles spread 

across the fronts of both our shirts”. The double aptitude creates some tension as Eva tells 

Nell “He does not need two mothers” and she answers “ He did when you were sick” (ITF, 

226). Ultimately, they realize that the baby is not a possession since he is “its own person” 

and stop quarrelling. Caring together for the baby, they form a new kind motherhood in which 

they are equally involved in the family. 

 In order to move away from patriarchy, the sisters need to invent new stories that 

present alternatives for women. In her book Le mythe de la virilité, Olivia Gazalé postulates 

https://www.google.com/search?sxsrf=ALeKk02MHyVSHZh1ZAEKKkG6hqVloLuDuQ:1590070770317&q=Olivia+Gazalé&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAOPgE-LVT9c3NEwzNDLLLkw2VoJwk02LzU0MLcq0ZLKTrfST8vOz9cuLMktKUvPiy_OLsq0SS0sy8osWsfL552SWZSYquCdWJeYcXrmDlREAc0ePdFIAAAA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwibp7qbk8XpAhWByKQKHSfWBBIQmxMoATAYegQIDxAD&sxsrf=ALeKk02MHyVSHZh1ZAEKKkG6hqVloLuDuQ:1590070770317


65 
 

that the patriarchal system « se fonde sur un ensemble de postulats, de croyances, de 

principes, de lois et de mythes et se perpétue à travers les pratiques sociales, les coutumes, les 

traditions, les rites, les mentalités, les œuvres. » (49). According to Gazalé, stories and myth 

through history have established the domination of men over women. In her novel, Hegland 

presents the need to move away from those dominant narratives. Reflecting on her status, Nell 

writes “ever since this began, we have been waiting to be saved, waiting like stupid princesses 

for our rightful lives to be restored to us. But we have only been fooling ourselves, only 

playing out another fairy tale” (ITF, 148). With this lexical field of fairy tale, Nell illustrates 

that they were passively waiting for their charming princes to save them. As every girl, Nell 

and Eva told themselves fabulous stories of male heroes saving the girl from a horrible 

destiny. Those kinds of stories are so embedded in Western culture that the young women 

believed it. However, they soon realize that men coming for them are not the expected saviors 

( Ely cannot help them and the male invader rapes Eva).  

In her novel, Hegland is able to shift the founding narratives of the western society. A 

blatant example is the “old family joke” where Eva “asked if Jesus was a he or a she” and 

their mother answers “Jesus was a he, but that was just an accident (…) he might just as well 

have been she.” (9). In discussing Jesus’s sex, the sisters “introduce the concept of 

regendering Biblical narratives”. (Collier, ‘Working the Garden: Women and Religion in 

apocalyptic Fiction’, 47). In her article, Collier demonstrates how the sisters ‘rewriting of 

religion enables them to build a new world in nature. “Hegland links Eva’s son birth to 

Jesus’birth story, implying that this baby represents salvation for these women and the world 

they wish to build” (Collier, 47). In order to fully grasp the subversion of the patriarchal 

model, we should confront the birth scene in The Road with the one in Into The Forest.  

 A few nights later she gave birth in their bed by the light of a drycell lamp. Gloves meant for 

dishwashing. The improbable appearance of the small crown of the head. Streaked with blood 

and lank black hair. The rank meconium. Her cries meant nothing to him. Beyond the window 

just the gathering cold, the fires on the horizon. He held aloft the scrawny red body so raw 

and naked and cut the cord with kitchen shears and wrapped his son in a towel” (TR, 59).  

Compare this portrayal with the following extract from Into The Forest:  

When the contraction receded, the head disappeared, but with the next one, I lifted one of her 

hands, guided it down between her legs so she could feel that other flesh, and an ecstasy 

passed over her face whose traces endured even through the next contractions. I gave her sips 

of water, held her hands, added my own growls of encouragement to her grunts, and slowly 

her vulva stretched thinner and thinner, and slowly that head inched out. (...) I laid the little 

thing on her chest, bundling all the covers around them. (ITF,217).  
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Whereas, the birth of a child is often described as a poignant and emotional moment for the 

parents, the first extract does not describe such a beautiful time. Tenderness, love or joy at the 

sight of the little head are absent. The only feeling mentioned is, ironically, the absence of 

feelings. “Her cries meant nothing to him”. Even when she gives birth, the mother seems 

absent from the narrative. The alienation of the mother is reinforced by the emphasis on the 

everyday object used is the process of giving birth (drycell lamp, gloves meant for 

dishwashing, kitchen shears). Moreover, the image of the man cutting the umbilical cord with 

kitchen shears might show his willingness to deliver his son from his mother. The father is 

cutting the intimate link that existed between the mother and her son and takes matters into 

his own hands, wraps the baby but does not return him to his mother as one might expect. 

Another crucial element is the use of the pronoun “his son” instead of “their son” that 

emphasizes the non-significance of the mother. 

Compared to The Road, Into The Forest does not describe the exploitation of the 

female body to ensure offspring. Even if Eva was raped, she is able to reclaim her own body 

and experience her own motherhood. First of all, Eva is the center of attention. Even if she 

gives birth in the middle of the forest, attention is given to her emotions and not to the 

particular setting. The sight and the touch of the little head brought Eva ecstasy. Her sister, 

Nell, helps her through the whole process by holding her hands and adding her own growl of 

encouragement to Eva’s grunts. Compared to the sharp cutting of the umbilical cord in The 

Road, Nell is reluctant to do it. She begins with “a tentative little slice, and then, when neither 

Eva nor the baby winced, doubling it over (her) knifeblade and yanking it in two” (TR, 217). 

She is very careful in cutting the umbilical cord and returns the baby to Eva.  

Significantly, the birth of the son in The Road coincides with the unnamed disaster 

“Beyond the window just the gathering cold, the fires on the horizon.” The gloomy setting of 

the outside world raises concerns for the boy’s survival chance. He is born in a violent world, 

where men destroyed both women and the earth.  In Into The Forest, the birth of the baby in 

the stump illustrates the beginning of a new life in the forest. In her article ‘Ecofeminism, 

Motherhood and the Post-Apocalyptic Utopia’, Hutner points out that the sisters “are reborn 

through a regenerative, ecologically balanced, powerful connection between humans and 

nonhuman world”(Hutner, 74). The rebirth of the sisters in nature is completed by the baby’s 

birth in the stump, exemplified by Nell’s words “The sun rose” (TF,217), illustrating a new 

beginning.  
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Whereas the outside world was mostly a place for men and the house, a place for 

women, the sisters’ entry into the forest embodies their journey away from gender roles. Even 

though they remain mothers, they achieve to escape domesticity in creating a new form of 

motherhood and a new form of home. Creating a family in the middle of the forest, the sisters 

challenge their restricting gender roles. Breastfeeding, gathering food from the forest, hunting 

with respect, they display behaviors that blur the limits of gender and eventually, embody 

their mother’s saying, “you are your own person”. Their sexed categories do not define their 

behaviors anymore, they are freed from any restraints and turn towards postgenderism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



68 
 

13 Conclusion  
 

Exploring the anxieties of the twenty-first century, Into The Forest and The Road imag-

ine different futures in a western society. This dissertation has attempted to demonstrate that 

the novels are not just stories of the end of the world but rather stories of adaptation. They 

highlight how humans adapt to a new world, how they cope with a new ethics, how they trans-

gress their previous gendered categories.  

Picturing an altered future is not a new idea and has already been done several times in 

different genres including Dystopian, Post-apocalyptic, and Climate change literature. But read-

ing those two novels within the Anthropocene fiction is a way of understanding westerner’s 

responsibility in the end of modern society. The term Anthropocene is the name given by Paul.J 

Crutzen, Nobel prize-winning scientist, to the latest geological epoch in earth’s history. The 

start of the Anthropocene, Greek term referring to the “New Age of Humans”, corresponds to 

the mid-twenty century which witnessed population growth and increased mass consumption. 

In only several decades, humans have become a driving force that alter the earth’s surface with 

their heavy consumption. In their post-oil and post-consumerist worlds, Hegland and McCarthy 

engage with the Anthropocene fiction dealing with its key characteristics as human responsi-

bility in climate change, the challenge postulated against the myth of progress and the concep-

tion of posthumanism.  Both authors reevaluate our position in the world and rethink the mean-

ing of humans and their connections with the natural world.  

  By entitling their work Into The Forest and The Road, the authors have chosen different 

techniques to feature the Anthropocene. In The Road, McCarthy boils down to human artefacts 

outliving dead nature. He depicts a “barren, silent, godless landscape” in which nature has com-

pletely burnt. Trees, crucial elements of the ecosystem, are dead to the roots because of human 

(in)action and their falling highlights the collapse of the entire biosphere. Significantly, what 

remains from the dead trees are paper prints and canned fruits, underlying the unsustainable 

human use of nature. The trees from which they stem are long gone but their final product will 

litter the earth for several years. Those artificial elements embody the human indelible mark on 

the earth's surface, core aspect defining the Anthropocene era.  

Hegland’s novel Into The Forest, as the title suggests, takes another path to address the 

Anthropocene. Picturing the gradual collapse of the modern industrial society, Hegland points 

out that electricity and oil, things that were taken for granted in the western world, are not 

infinite resources. The novel explores the ways in which humans can end their dependence on 
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nonrenewable energies and leave the ‘fugue state’, brief period in human history in which hu-

mans have become so accustomed to those luxuries. For Hegland, the future rests in the recon-

nection with the natural world. Going back to the basics, the novel seeks to rediscover how 

humans used to live in balance with nature. Through the voice of Nell, Hegland highlights the 

benevolent force of the forest and replace humans in its ecosystem. Leaving the housing space, 

the sisters become creatures of the forest and, therefore, engage with the conception of posthu-

manism, “in which the human operates as one agent among others” (Vermeulen, 2017: 868). 

Whereas the two novels explore different futures, they underline the common element 

of care, arising from the survivalist settings. Two different ethics of care have been analyzed. 

The homocentric care that focuses on the moral responsibility to care for someone in his re-

sponsibility. And the partnership ethics that broadens the scope of care to nature. Building upon 

Merchant’s book Earthcare and Servigne’s book, L’entraide, l’autre loi de la jungle, it can be 

defined that in this second form of care, “humans are dependent on nonhuman nature and (…) 

like human partners, the earth and humanity communicate with each other" (Merchant 217). 

While McCarthy’s The Road and Hegland’s Into The Forest discuss the same theme of ‘care’, 

they differ in presenting distinct ways of caring.  

In The Road, care takes on different meanings. First of all, care only appears between 

the father and the son who are “each the other’s world entire” (TR,6). While the father’s role is 

to worry about food, shelter and security, the boy takes responsibility for their moral principles 

and prevents them from becoming the “bad guys”. In a world ruled by cannibal gangs, the last 

few survivors are divided into two groups, “the good guys” and the “bad guys”. Secondly, the 

meaning of care extends beyond the family level when the boy insists to help strangers, against 

his father’s wishes. Through the novel, McCarthy denounces the father’s exclusionary care who 

rigorously protects his son at the expense of the others. Yet, facing death, he is confronted to 

his narrow conception of care. He could not care beyond his offspring but hopes someone out-

side the family would ever enlarge his care to the boy. At the end of the novel, picturing the 

boy being adopted by a new family, McCarthy reassesses the value of mutual aid, empathy and 

compassion in the construction of a better world. Yet, the hope for a better world is undermined 

by a gloomy reality. While the protagonists cared for each other, the novel underlines that hu-

mans failed to care for the earth and for their future. Analysing the ethics of Care in The Road, 

it can be concluded that the novel remains on the homocentric care and does not relate to Mer-

chant’s partnership ethics in which “human life and nonhuman life are equally important to 

each other” (Merchant, 217)  
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Into The Forest also presents ‘care’ as the most important element in the sister’s lives. 

Even if Eva and Nell argue on the decisions regarding their survival, they cannot live without 

each other. Eva is described in Nell’s words as the “sister whom I would leave neither for love 

nor death” (ITF, 160). Caring for each other, they relate to the homocentric care which postu-

lates that humans have to “the compelling moral salience of attending to and meeting the needs 

of the particular others for whom we take responsibility” (Held, 10). In contrast to The Road 

which only highlights mutual aid and interdependence between human beings, Into The Forest 

presents the sisters within the natural world. Coming to know the forest, they portray an unseen 

and interconnected green world. Moreover, the forest becomes a place of security, and a place 

the sisters call home when they realize that they are less afraid of a bear than of a man. Becom-

ing creatures of the forest, the sisters benefit from the sacrifice of a wild boar to save Eva’s life, 

and from the protection of a bear against a male invader. Through the novel, Hegland reminds 

us that humans are not separated from the natural world. Humans are the forest could be the 

motto of Hegland’s book. 

 Considering the atypical behaviors of the protagonists, both novels tackle the question 

of gender as a sexed category. Building upon Butler’s Performative theory that holds the view 

that gender is constructed rather than natural, the protagonists in both novels portray behaviors 

that do not match the traditional expectations. Following the pioneer stance of Butler, gender 

studies have highlighted that doing gender is a matter of cultural norms. Men and women are 

expected by the society to behave in a certain way that fits the dominant models of man and 

woman. Those models are referred to as hegemonic masculinity and hegemonic femininity and 

present a set of values that define a “real” man and a “real” woman. Individuals who fail to 

embody those dominant models are often seen as failing. Yet, in in the altered future of both 

novels, the failures perceived in the old world become new possibilities in the new one. Moving 

away from dominant models of masculinity and femininity, Hegland and McCarty explore new 

ways of doing gender. Behaviors that were, in the old world, solely seen as feminine or mascu-

line become gender neutral as both sexes need them to survive. Blurring and transgressing their 

gender roles, the characters engage with postgenderism, which core principle is to go beyond 

the male/female binary.  

 In The Road, McCarthy challenges the hegemonic masculinity which postulates that a 

“real” men bottles up his feelings, and cannot be associated with feminine traits. The decaying 

world of The Road and the absence of the mother make the father break free from the constraints 
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of masculinity and open up new possibilities. Caring for his son, the father takes over the atti-

tudes that are traditionally associated with motherhood. The novel achieves to reconnect mas-

culinity with the value that were often put aside: empathy and care for others. In the same vein, 

the portrayal of the sister’s behaviors in Into The Forest highlights the shift from traditional 

gender roles. While it has be defined by researchers that women tend to construct their identities 

“as mothers; as schoolmates; as girlfriends, sexual partners, and wives” (Conell848), the sisters 

assert that they are “ their own person” and embrace an independent femininity freed from male 

dominance and freed from gender roles. Breastfeeding, tinkering, gathering food from the forest 

and hunting with respect, they display behaviors that blur the limits of gender and turn towards 

postgenderism.  

 Considering the different elements analyzed in this dissertation, it can be concluded that 

both novels do not only picture the end of a civilization but also imagine what is next. Compar-

ing The Road and Into The Forest, it can be argued that the future of mankind strongly depends 

on our ability to reconnect with the natural world. Analyzing the distinct possibilities for the 

future the authors imagine, we realize that our blue planet will turn gray or green, depending 

on human (in)actions. With regards to the current covid-19 pandemic, the scenarios depicted in 

the novels are, in a way, happening. Paradoxically, while human destruction of wildlife have 

brought about the pandemic, old ways of consuming die hard. With the fear for contagion, 

increased amount of plastic is used in packaging and medical supply. Moreover, the use of 

personal cars over public transportation booms as proximity with people is feared.  

In her novel, Hegland suggests that we are the forest. On account of the current events, 

her motto could not be more valuable. In failing to care for the natural world, we  have failed 

to care for ourselves. The way humanity will respond to the corona crisis is crucial.  Will the 

world follow the road to an endless progress, or will it eventually turn towards nature and enter 

the forest? Consequently, it would be interesting that further research focuses on the literary 

reception of the novels. While McCarthy’s The Road has known a considerable worldwide suc-

cess at its publication in 2006, Into The Forest recently gained a surge in popularity with its 

translation in French in 2018. An interesting study could compare the receptions of both novels 

and analyze whether concerns regarding a big catastrophe devastating the world as in The Road 

have faded away to crystalize around a gradual collapse as Into The Forest. The story line of 

Hegland’s novel indeed relates in many ways to the current context of covid-19 pandemic that 

has brought about the convergence of social, political, and economic crisis. Moreover, it would 

be interesting to consider the novels within their social impacts. In which ways do the novels 



72 
 

change the reader’s perspective on human beings, nature, care and gender? As written on the 

back of Into The Forest “Once in a generation we open a new book to discover a voice and a 

vision that have the power to change the way we look at ourselves and our world.” 
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