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AFTERTHE APOCALYPSE: THE REPRESENTATIONS
OF INTOLERANCE IN MCCARTHY’S “THE ROAD”

The representation of tolerance and intolerance in McCarthy’s novel “The Road” is studied in the article.
The notion of tolerance has been of great interest for philosophers and writers, who aim to reveal true
human nature and get to the depth of human soul. Even nowadays, this concept attracts attention
of politics, authors and just ordinary people as the way to reach understanding and acceptance
in the fast developing world. Philosophers consider tolerance as an inseparable part of a personality
believing that people are naturally patient towards other human beings and try to treat them with
respect, acknowledging their individuality. In fiction, this notion has been investigated as opposed
tointolerancethat cantakevariousformssuchasmoralorphysical oppression, unacceptance of people’s
individuality, prohibition of free expression of opinions etc., which can come from the government
or the society. On the contrary, tolerance is seen as acceptance of a divergence of opinions, lifestyles
or else and can be mostly encountered in children’s literature. Cormac McCarthy, a well-known
American writer, whose works make readers think about the essential questions of human existence,
in the post-apocalyptic novel “The Road” examines the relationships of the main characters (the father
and his son) with each other and the strangers they meet on their way. McCarthy explores whether
in the almost completely destroyed world, where everyone is forced to fight for existence, there is still
room for kindness and humanity. Meeting other characters, the protagonists do not always remain
tolerant and understanding because the survival of their group (the family) depends on their choices.
In McCarthy’s text, a character is tolerant until it does not hurt his or her own interests.
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existentialism.

In the society, life greatly depends
on interaction with other people. Communication
plays a key role in achieving individual goals and
fostering progress of the whole civilization. Despite
the fact that humans are not the same, as they
differ in their appearance, age, education, and
way of thinking they learn to coexist tolerating
other people’s individuality. In the modern world,
the notion of tolerance acquires a new meaning
in the context of tolerating not only what people
say but also how they look and what they do. Thus,
there should not be any prejudice concerning sex,
nationality, profession, lifestyle, and so on. Living
with other people involves accepting them who
they are. The issues of human communication and
borders of toleration were and still are of great
interest for philosophers and writers. They perceive
them as a cornerstone of personal wellbeing
and a necessary condition of peaceful life. Thus,
nowadays, in the times of global changes such
as natural disasters, world pandemic, economic
crises, and endless conflicts it is so important
for the humanity to reach understanding and

be tolerant to each other, which makes the study
quite urgent.

In the light of the reflections on the nature
of tolerance this study aims to reveal and analyse
the representations of in/tolerance in McCarthy’s
novel The Road. The tasks are: 1) to define the term
“tolerance” from the point of view of existentialist
philosophy (we strongly believe that McCarthy’s
texts are deeply existential); 2) to explore
the depiction of tolerance and intolerance in fiction;
3) to analyse the novel The Road and reveal the way
in/tolerance is represented in it.

The term “tolerance” comes from the Latin
word “tolerable” and is viewed in philosophy
as endurance of what we dislike or what we disagree
with. In short, it is forbearance without interference
(Witenberg, 2019, p. 2). In existentialism,
the notion acquires slightly different meaning.
Philosophers consider tolerance as the principle
of preservation of the human race (K. Jaspers),
the internal regulator of an individual’s attitude
to other people (J. P. Sartre), a means of overcoming
alienation (A. Camus) (Imuucpka & CKspoOB,
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20109, c. 44). Exploring the religious and existential
dimensions of this phenomenon Marcel concludes
that tolerance is intrinsically immanent to human
beings (Marcel, 1976). In his work On Liberty,
Mill defines tolerance not only as the reason
of existence of freedom but also as the perquisite
of individuality. Tolerance secures individual’s
liberty from state interference in his or her private
life and ensures diversity of the world (Mill, 1859;
Cynarnubka, 2011, c. 37).

From the ontological point of view, tolerance
is an inseparable part of an individual that is closely
connected to the existence, and it is also the main
condition of coexistence with others (Imuuachka
& Cxspos, 2019, c. 44). Hence, tolerance helps
to overcome strangeness of another person and
the world as a whole. It is a form of transcendence
which assists to establish the connection with
the world. Tolerance includes freedom of thought
and free expression of feelings. Therefore,
everybody who follows this principle has the right
to individuality. Moreover, the very essence
of tolerance lies in freedom of existence of an
individual who strives to find answers to the key
existential issues (freedom, fear, death, absurdity
oflifeetc.) Thus, itis possible to assume that tolerance
is based on a free choice of an individual to treat
another person as an equal despite a divergence
of opinions, values and lifestyles on condition that
it does not bring any harm to another person’s
health and liberty (baesa, 2009, c. 17-18).

In fiction, a number of works have been
dedicated to the questions of tolerance and narrow-
mindedness, as the borders between the two are not
always quite distinct. The themes of intolerance,
which include the situations of exile or ostracism,
can be traced in The Man Who Laughs (1869)
and Les Misérables (1862) by V. Hugo. In these
novels, the main characters are outcasts because
they differ in either moral values or appearance;
therefore, they have to assert their right to exist.
In his play The Blind (1890), M. Maeterlinck
locates handicapped characters not accepted
by their community on an island. Being excluded
from the society, they gradually lose their way and
die in the complete darkness of indifference and
incomprehension. There are the texts representing
governmental or regime intolerance, for example
the trilogy The Hunger Games (2008-2010) by S.
Collins where protagonists have to fight against
the state in order to gain freedom and prove that
their lives matter. Another relevant piece of fiction
is I. Bahrianyi’s The Garden of Gethsemane (1950)
with the main character exiled from his homeland
and thrown into prison where his whole existence
is questioned. Consequently, he either could
fight to the death or lose his identity. The themes

of tolerance can be largely observed in fairy tales
which are designed to edify in young generation
the best human qualities. In Pollyanna (1913) by E.
Porter, for example, the main character follows
the principle of seeing only good in any event
that happens with her and treats everyone with
respect, tolerating even their unpleasant behaviour.
The inference is: only having acknowledged other
people’s individuality and freedom you may expect
them to accept yours. The same issues can be seen
in O. Henry’s short stories The Gift of the Magi
(1905) or The Last Leaf (1907) in which characters
show sympathy and tolerance to other people’s
feelings and opinions.

The modern American writer Cormac
McCarthy questions the limits of tolerance in his
works, a few of which have been already filmed.
His post-apocalyptic novel The Road, awarded
the 2007 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, narrates
about an on-foot journey of a father and his son
(who stand for the multiple protagonists) across
America (in some distant future). The journey
can be considered as a metaphor for the American
historical experience, which is based on the belief
in finding a dreamland, a place of big opportunities
and infinite happiness. However, in the novel
McCarthy refutes the notion of America as the land
selected by God to be a paradise where everything
can be achieved without toil (O’Sullivan, 2014, p.
225-226), describing it as a vast barren terrain
covered with ash: “Everything paling away into
the murk. The soft ash blowing in loose swirls over
the blacktop” (McCarthy, 2006, p. 5). Although
the world has lost its old form, the protagonists
keep going, adhering to the road; they are moving
towards the seaside in hope not only to escape
from cold and find new sources of food but also
to discover a place in which they would not be afraid
for their future. Since the world is destroyed and
no living species are left except humans, people are
forced to fight for food supplies. This new reality
unleashes cannibalism, slavery and prostitution.
Thus, to stay alive the father and his son have
to avoid any contacts with other people.

In such a harsh world, it is quite difficult
for the protagonists to remain humane and
tolerant, especially for the father. He belongs
to the lost generation, to those people who grew
up in the world of comfort and prosperity. He
is rational and understands that to satisfy their
needs people may do horrible things. However, his
son is different, being born after the catastrophe
and seeing nothing but a grey barren terrain, he
still trusts people and tries to understand them.
Therefore, when the man and the boy meet an old
skinny man in shabby clothes, the boy persuades
his father to share their food with him, they accept
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old man’s decision not to tell his name: “I don’t want
anybody talking about me... I mean you could talk
about me maybe. But nobody could say that it was
me” (McCarthy, 2006, p. 125). It can be considered
as an example of collective tolerance, when
a group of people, in our case the family, shows
endurance to another human being. In contrast
to the individual tolerance, the collective one
can be achieved only if two or more people
agree to abide by something. So, when the social
order with all its values has collapsed because
of unknown catastrophe, the family remains
the only social institution, which is still based
on ethical principles of cooperation and toleration.
Thus, adopting the rule not to eat people: “We
would ever eat anybody, would we? No. Of course
not” (McCarthy, 2006, p. 92), the father and his
son try to re-establish the former moral values
and save what is left from the past civilisation.
Their road is foremost the way to understanding
themselves and the world around. The father
is a guide for his son, who attempts to facilitate
the boy’s adaptation and socialization. He teaches
him the difference between good and evil gradually
laying the foundation of a new society (Haraues-
cbKa, 2013, c. 304). The society in which kindness
and humanity are valued and people are tolerant
to each other.

Individual tolerance as a patient attitude of one
person to others can be observed on the example
of the boy’s meeting with an armed man, who
notices the boy’s despair caused by his father’s death
and accepts his individuality and eccentricity:
“You're kind of weirded out, arent you?... Yeah...
That’s okay” (McCarthy, 2006, p. 207). Not everyone
can remain sane on the road, where cruelty and
death are common things, where people hopelessly
move to the south: “Creedless shells of men tottering
down the causeways like migrants in a feverland”
(McCarthy, 2006, p. 21). But even if the world looks
like hell there are still things that keep people living.
Therefore, the main characters try to be tolerant
to other human beings and finally they find those
ones who are forbearing to them.

In the post-apocalyptic world, where cruelty
and primitive instincts rein it is not easy to be
always tolerant; and the borders between tolerance
and intolerance are unsteady. Sometimes to survive
characters put their interests above others. When
protagonists’ belongings are stolen, they follow and
find the thief. Despite the boy’s protest the father
deprives the man of everything as he commits with
them: “Get away from the cart... Take your clothes
off’ (McCarthy, 2006, p. 187). Meeting with other
people on the road almost always means death,
so the father has to be constantly on guard to stay
on the safe side and protect his only child. That

is why when the family encounters a member of a
gang in the woods, the man does everything to save
his son’s life: “You think I wont kill you but you're
wrong” (McCarthy, 2006, p. 48). Here is the moral
dilemma since killing does not agree with what
the family believes in, with their ethics. For this
reason, the father prefers to resolve the conflict
peacefully: “But what Id rather do is take you up
this road a mile or so and then turn you loose”
(McCarthy, 2006, p. 48). However, the gangster
refuses to change his opinion, and the confrontation
results in his sudden death. Thus, tolerance works
only in the situations where it brings no harm
to other people. The father has to care about his
son, so he just cannot allow the thief to escape
safely otherwise they would starve and eventually
die. In case of confronting the gang the man’s and
his son’s lives are at stake, so prompt actions must
be taken even if it means a murder.

Thus, in the novel The Road McCarthy
observes the notion of tolerance from a quite
interesting perspective. The world deprived of all
the benefits of the lost civilisation and even moral
principles seems to be hard on everyone who
manages to survive. This unpleasant environment
uncovers all human flaws, which are not so obvious
in normal circumstances. Thus, tolerance here
is not only the way to socialise but also the ability
to adapt to the existing way of life preserving
one’s individuality. Moreover, forbearance helps
to overcome strangeness and absurdity of the world
and remain humane and understanding. Probably,
it is one of the human qualities, due to which
the main characters continue their journey despite
all the hardships and stick together notwithstanding
their dissimilar perception of the world.

In conclusion, the study reveals that
in existentialism tolerance means accepting
a persons individuality and acknowledging
divergence of opinions, lifestyles, and the like aslong
asitbringsnoharmtootherhumanbeings. Thelimits
of tolerance tackled by numerous literary works
aim to encompass the nature of humanity. Writers
pay special attention to the problem of intolerance
that may lead to oppression, exile, humiliation
and ostracism from a government or society. As,
life in a multicultural world requires endurance
to those things (opinions, clothes, tastes, beliefs,
etc.) we may disagree with because of our prejudice
or values. On the example of the post-apocalyptic
novel The Road written by the outstanding
American author Cormac McCarthy the borderline
of in/tolerance is envisioned in the distant future.
The main characters treat the strangers they meet
differently depending on the circumstances but
they always try to accept their opinion and the right
to freedom unless it harms their own interests.
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Here the family is the embodiment of collective
tolerance in the form of responsibility about
protagonists’ lives (existence of their group) as well
as of those people they encounter on their way.
While individual tolerance is based on a person’s

own will to accept uniqueness of another human
being or the rules set by the society. Thus, McCarthy
argues that tolerance is the virtue that should
be nurtured, as only when we accept other people’s
individuality we may expect them to accept ours.
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nicna ANOKANIMNCHUCY: 30BPAXKEHHA HE/TOJIEPAHTHOCTI
B POMAHI «AOPOlrA» KOPMAKA MAKKAPTI

Y cmammi 0ocnioxyemobca XyOOXXHE 8MileHHA MOaepaHmMHOCMi ma HemosiepaHMHoOCMi y pomMai
K. Makkapmi «/Jopoea». QeHomeH mosepaHmHocmi uikasus i npodosxye yikagumu ginococpie
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ma nucbMeHHUKi8, AKi cmasname cobi 3a mMemy pO3KpUMU CNPABXHIO Npupody J00CLKOT
ocobucmocmi i NpOHUKHYMU 8 21ubUHU /1100CcbKoi Oywli. Hasime menep yeli KoHyenm npusepmae
ysaey nosimukis, maticmpig cJ108a ma3su4adHuxsio0el Ak cnocib docaemu Nopo3yMiHHA U BUSHAHHA
y c8imi, wjo cmpimko po3ssugaemeoca. Dinocogu poszenadarome mMonepaHmMHicme AK Hegio’eMHY
yacmuHy ocobucmocmi U 88axarome, Wo I0OUHA 3a CBOEID NPUPOOOD MOIepaAHMHA 00 iHWUX,
BU3HAE NPABO KOXHO20 HA hoséazy ma iHousiOyasnbHicme. Y xyO0oxHil nimepamypi ue noHammas
BUCBIMIIIOEMbCA y MICHOMY 38’A3Ky 3 Hemepnumicmio, AKa Moxe Habyeamu pi3HUX opm, makux
AK MOPAbHUU Yu i3udHUl 2Him, HenpulHAMMA JII00CLKOI iHOUBIOyanLHOCMI, 3a60pOHA 8ilbHO
8UC/108/1108aMU 8010 OYMKY mMOwjo, Wo Moxe 6ymu cnpo8OKOBAHO ypAO0OM abo CycninbCmeaom.
Ha npomusaey HemonepaHmuocmi monepaHmHicme 4yacmiwe mpaniasemsca 8 oumasadid
JNimepamypi (i 306paxaemecsa AK mepnume cmassieHHsA 00 No2Adis, cnocoby xumms iHwux siooed.
Kopmak Makkapmi, gidomuli amepukaHcbKuli NUCbMeHHUK, M8opuU AKO20 3MYyWylms 4umadie
3aMUCUMUCA HAO 8AX/IUBUMU NUMAHHAMU JIIOOCbKO20 ICHYBAHHA, ¥ NOCMANOKaainmu4yHoMy
pomati «/Jopoza» 00CNIOXYE cmasneHHA 20/108HUX 2epois (bameka ma cuHa) oOHe 00 OOHO20
U 00 iHWuUx nepcoHaxis. [uceMeHHUK npazHe 3’acysamu, 4u wie € micye 019 006pomu ma ilo0AHOCMi
8 Matixe No8HicMIo 3pyLliHOBAHOMY C8imi, 0e KoXeH 3MyuweHuUl 60pomucA 3a CBOE 8/1ACHe iCHYBAHHA.
[TpomazoHicmu He 3a8X0u € MOIEPAHMHUMU MA i3 PO3YMIHHAM CMAsiAMbCa 00 MuX, KO20
3ycmpiyaome Ha CBOEMY WIIAXY, OCKIZIbKU BUXUBAHHA iXHbOT epynu (cimT) 3anexums 8i0 ixHb020
subopy. Takum YUHOM, JIIOOUHA NPOABJIAE MOJIepaHMHICMb 00 iHWUX, NOKU ye He WKooume ii
8J10CHUM iHMepecam.

Kniovoei cnoea: monepaHmuicme, Hemepnumicme, Kopmak Makkapmi, amepuKkaHcoka
Jnimepamypa, NocmanokaainMmuy4yHut pOMaH, eK3uCmeHyidiam.
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