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Morality and Hope in The Road


Cormac McCarthy's novel The Road is about a father and son's struggle for survival in a desecrated, post-apocalyptic world. In his novel, Cormac McCarthy explores the issue of humanity maintaining its morality in a  hopeless, grueling situation. It is believed that the morality of the survivors in this situation are determined by the hope that they have for the future. The protagonists of the novel, an unnamed man and his son, separate themselves and other survivors into two different groups, the “bad guys” and the “good guys”. McCarthy shows us throughout the novel, however, that there are three groups, with three  different moralities. The first one would the “bad guys”, who are the cannibalistic nomads who wander the post-apocalyptic wasteland. The second group is the “good guys”, which is more of an ideal morality which mirrors civilized behavior in the world before the apocalypse. The third group would be the “gray” characters, who possess a sort of neutral morality exhibited by other survivors encountered in the novel who are not cannibals. This essay explores the three different moralities exhibited by characters in The Road, and how each set of morals is affected by hope.


The most common group in McCarthy's apocalyptic wasteland are the cannibalistic nomads. These are survivors of the disaster who have resorted to eating other humans in order to survive. The man's wife attested to the depravity of these cannibals in the following quote,

“Sooner or later they will catch us and they will kill us.

...They are going to rape us and kill us and eat us...” (McCarthy 56)

These men and women have sacrificed all morality in order to survive. One review of the novel supported this, by stating of the cannibals, “Theirs is the domain of survival at any cost. (Whitmer, Review – The Road). The cannibals would eat any person, even their own when given the opportunity. In the novel, the man killed one of the cannibals, and later, it was found that the others had consumed their deceased comrade. The most gruesome show of the cannibals' amorality was seen when the man and his son were investigating a house, and found that the cellar was full of imprisoned people, as described in the book, 

“Huddled against the back wall were naked people, male and female, all trying to hide, shielding their faces with their hands. 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” (McCarthy 110)

The cannibals in The Road act the way they do because they have no hope for the future of mankind. They have completely given up on any hope for a return to the society they lost, and so live their lives  destructively. They think only of surviving as long as they can, no matter the cost to humanity as a whole. 


The second group observed in the book is what was referred to as the “good guys” by the man and his son (McCarthy 77). The “good guys” are the least common group in this story, being only the man and his son for almost the entire novel. They considered themselves such since they adhered to their  rules of not killing and to not stealing from the living. The morality of the “good guys” most closely resembles the morality that would have been considered good morals in civilized society, with the not killing or stealing as mentioned before, but also helping people when they are in need. The father and son talked about this morality in the terms of “carrying the fire”. This “fire” was very important to them, as seen in the following dialogue between the man and his son,

“We're going to be okay, arent we Papa?

Yes, We are.

And nothing is bad is going to happen to us.

That's right

Because we're carrying the fire.

Yes. Because we're carrying the fire.” (McCarthy 83)

It is believed that this “fire” is the hope for the future, and since the “good guys” are “carrying the fire”, they are the exact opposite to the cannibals, or “bad guys”. The boy expected all “good guys” to “carry the fire”. At the end of the novel, when the boy was found by another group of “good guys”, he asked the man if he was “carrying the fire”. After some initial confusion, the man confirmed that he was (McCarthy 283). Though the father claimed to his son that they were both “good guys”, the son was the only person who really followed the “good guy” morality. Several times throughout the book, in their interactions with others, the son wanted to help them in every case. At one point, he thought that he saw a little boy in a town that they passed through, and he wanted to help the little boy, even when his father told him he imagined it. He also wanted to help a wandering man named Ely, and convinced his father to give him some of their food. The son was even forgiving to others who had wronged them, as opposed to the man. When a thief tried to steal all of their things, and the man and son caught up to the thief, he held the thief at gunpoint and took everything back. He also took the thief's own clothes and possessions, even though he and his son didn't need them. This would sentence the thief to death in this cold world, and the son begged his father to give the man his clothes back afterward, as seen in the dialogue between the man and his son.

“What do you want to do?

Just help him, Papa. Just help him.

The man looked back up the road.

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

He's going to die anyway.

He's so scared, Papa.” (McCarthy 259)

The son was worried about the thief dying due to something that they did, and believed that they should help him, even though the thief had tried to leave them with nothing. This morality is more of an ideal than anything else, ill-suited to the post-apocalyptic world that the man and his son live in. Nonetheless, the man would tell his son stories about heroes and doing good deeds, to instill in him this faith in humanity, even if the man himself had lost it long ago. (McCarthy 268)


The final group observed McCarthy's novel are the “gray characters”. This term is used to refer to the other non-cannibalistic survivors, such as the father and the wandering “prophet” Ely. The father wants his son to believe that he is a “good guy”, but the father is only concerned with one thing, the survival and well-being of his son. He no longer trusts in God, though he still believes that he exists, as seen when he whispered to the heavens,

“Are you there? He whispered. Will I see you at the last? Do you have a neck by which to throttle you? Have you a heart? Damn you eternally have you a soul? Oh God, he whispered. O God.” (McCarthy 11-12)

He hated God for what he has done to the world and to his son. At the end of the quote, however, he was praying fervently, just hoping that God was still up there, so that he had something to believe in. If God still existed, as the man hoped, God had given the man a mission as he told his son,

“My job is to take care of you. I was appointed to do that by God. 

I will kill anybody who touches you.” (McCarthy 77)

The man was perfectly willing to kill, one of the things that he raised the boy not to do, in order to protect his son. This was seen in the situation mentioned earlier, when a thief took their possessions. The father wanted to kill the thief, and took the thief's clothes so he would freeze to death. The father also cared little for other survivors than his son. The man has lost hope for his own future, and lives through hope in his son's future. He states in the book to his son while dying, “You have my whole heart.” (McCarthy 279). For the man, his son actually is the “fire” that they both talk about. Without his son, he would have given up on life long ago. Another primary “gray character” was the madman Ely. While traveling, the man and his son encountered an old man wandering the road. After much debate between the father and son, they decided to let the old man, who gave his name as Ely, stay the night and have some food. Ely no longer believed in God, seen when he stated, “There is no God and we are his Prophets” (McCarthy 171). This shows that Ely may have believed in God before, but he believed God to have died, leaving humanity, his prophets, behind to witness the devastation. Ely was shown to care only for himself in the following dialogue between him and the man, after being given food by the man's son,

“You should thank him you know, the man said. I wouldnt have given you anything.

Maybe I should and maybe I shouldnt.

Why wouldnt you?

I wouldnt have given him mine.

You dont care if it hurts his feelings?

Will it hurt his feelings?

No. That's not why he did it.

Why did he do it?

You wouldnt understand, he said. I'm not sure I do.” (McCarthy 173)

This dialogue shows how both the father and Ely did not care for other survivors as the boy did, since they could not understand why the boy wanted to help Ely in the first place. It is believed that Ely has lost almost all of his hope for humanity, and it had driven him somewhat mad, given the confusing conversation between Ely and the man (McCarthy 170-171). Rather than becoming violent, however, he exhibited complete apathy to the world outside himself, just walking down the road, with no real drive to live.


Throughout The Road, McCarthy explored mankind's hope through its morality in a dire situation. There were three different such moralities. The first of these was the complete lack of morals brought on by complete lack of hope, shown by the “bad guys”, or cannibals. The second was the idealistic morality maintained by “carrying the fire” or holding onto hope for the future, shown by the son throughout the novel. The third was the neutral morality shown by characters like the father or the wandering madman Ely. The father had no hope for himself or humanity as a whole, he cared only for his son, while Ely had no hope for anything, even living. By reading this book, one can easily see the correlation between hope and morality in humanity. The Road shows us that, when societal pressures are taken away from us, it is only our faith and hope for the future that makes us act the way we do toward one another.
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