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In The Road (2006), Cormac McCarthy’s approach to “naming differently” establishes 
the imaginative conditions for a New Earth, a New Eden. The novel diverges from 
the rest of McCarthy’s oeuvre, a change especially evident when the book is set against 
Blood Meridian because their styles and concomitant worldviews differ so strikingly. 
The style of The Road is pared down, elemental: it triumphs over the dead and ghostly 
echoes of the abyss and, alternately, over relentless ironic gesturing. And it is precisely 
in The Road’s language that we discover the seeds of the work’s unexpectedly optimistic 
worldview. The novel is best understood as a linguistic journey toward redemption, 
a search for meaning and pattern in a seemingly meaningless world — a search that, 
astonishingly, succeeds. Further, I posit The Road as an argument for a new kind of 
fiction, one that survives after the current paradigm of excess collapses, one that returns 
to the essential elements of narrative.
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Cormac McCarthy’s Pulitzer Prize–winning tenth novel The Road (2006) 
gives us a vision of after: after the world has come to disaster, after any tan-
gible social order has been destroyed by fire or hunger or despair. McCarthy 

here surrenders his mythologizing of the past, envisioning instead a post-apoca-
lyptic future in which human existence has been reduced to the basics.1 Though 
the book remains silent on the exact nature of the disaster that befell the planet 
some ten years prior, the grim results are clear. No plants grow, no sun shines 
through the ash-plagued sky and, save a single dog, no animals survive. The dead 
outnumber the living in shocking proportion, and of those few living humans, 
most are barely human at all: they are “men who would eat your children in front 
of your eyes,” members of “bloodcults” bearing lead pipes and marching with 
chained slaves and catamites in tow (The Road 152, 14).2 The protagonists — an 
unnamed man and his young son — push a shopping cart across the wasted earth, 
freezing, starving and threatened at every turn, in search of the sea and in hope 
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of a warmer, more hospitable place. Given the horrific devastation, we are not 
surprised that language also has been returned to its rudiments and now must 
be re-imagined. This task is well-suited to McCarthy, who since the early days 
of The Orchard Keeper (1965) has demonstrated considerable stylistic facility and 
flexibility. Yet critics have generally shown little interest in McCarthy’s style, 
preferring instead to “talk about what he’s talking about” (Ellis 157).3

Scholarly debate over what McCarthy is talking about has often focused 
on the issue of meaning versus meaninglessness. In The Achievement of Cormac 
McCarthy, Vereen M. Bell lays out the view of McCarthy as nihilist, identifying in 
the author’s first six novels little by way of plot, theme or character self-conscious-
ness and motivation.4 For Bell, these missing elements amount to “McCarthy’s 
metaphysic summarized: none, in effect — no first principles, no foundational 
truth” (Achievement 9).5 Maiming, killing and the defiling of corpses, on the 
other hand, figure prominently in the novels, and this “violence tends to be just 
that; it is not a sign or symbol of something else” (Phillips 435). The emphasis 
on violence notwithstanding, Edwin T. Arnold challenges the popular nihilist 
thesis, asserting that there is “always the possibility of grace and redemption even 
in the darkest of his tales,” though such redemption requires more of McCarthy’s 
characters than they seem capable of giving (“Naming” 46). Nowhere in McCar-
thy’s oeuvre is violence so total and triumphant — and redemption so elusive — as 
in Blood Meridian, which details the exploits of a band of scalp hunters, Glan-
ton’s gang, in the nineteenth-century American southwest. Widely regarded as 
McCarthy’s masterpiece, this historically based novel neglects the issue of ethics, 
not even “pointing out the conspicuous absence of moral positions” (Guillemin 
240), and belies a search for redemptive meaning (Shaviro 148).6 But while grace 
and redemption are at best tenuous, unrealized possibilities in prior McCarthy 
novels, in The Road these aspects fundamentally drive the narrative: out of love 
for his child and hope for some salvation, the man pushes himself to the point of 
death to preserve the child’s physical and spiritual safety. Thus reviewer Michael 
Chabon’s claim that The Road is “not a departure from but a return to McCarthy’s 
most brilliant genre work, combined in a manner we have not seen since Blood 
Meridian” (116)7 completely misses, or ignores, the essential difference between 
these novels.8

True, both Blood Meridian and The Road are chockfull of unforgettable hor-
rors, awash with blood and gore and threat. Despite these similarities, however, 
The Road ’s divergence from McCarthy’s previous work is especially evident when 
the novel is contrasted with Blood Meridian because their styles and concomitant 
worldviews differ so strikingly.9 In Blood Meridian “War is god” (249), linguisti-
cally and metaphysically. The novel “sings hymns of violence” (Shaviro 145) in 
prose often allusive and baroque to the breaking point, prose frequently likened to 
that of William Faulkner. The style of The Road, on the contrary, is pared down, 
elemental, a triumph over the dead echoes of the abyss and, alternately, over relent-
less ironic gesturing. And it is precisely in The Road ’s language that we discover 
the seeds of the work’s unexpectedly optimistic worldview. The novel, I argue, is 
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best understood as a linguistic journey toward redemption, a search for meaning 
and pattern in a seemingly meaningless world — a search that, astonishingly, 
succeeds. Specifically, I demonstrate how McCarthy’s odd approach to naming 
establishes the conditions for a New Earth, a New Eden.10 In the redemption 
of language, The Road suggests, we discover the hope for our redemption.

MccArthy’s New ethics: the “Good Guys”

Writing after the publication of McCarthy’s seventh novel, The Crossing (1994), 
Arnold notes the difficulty of identifying good and evil in McCarthy’s work 
(“Naming” 54). Indeed, protagonists such as Outer Dark ’s (1968) Culla Holme, 
who rapes his sister and leaves their newborn child to die; Child of God ’s (1974) 
necrophiliac murderer Lester Ballard; and Suttree’s (1979) eponymous anti-
hero deny the reader any ethical or moral identification that might normally be 
expected. Moreover, McCarthy’s own reticence about putting his characters’ 
thoughts and feelings on the page encourages a sense of disconnection and sug-
gests for Bell and others that the characters have no thoughts and feelings, that 
they entertain no ethical considerations in the performance of their actions. “The 
overarching theme in McCarthy’s work has been the face-off of good and evil with 
evil invariably triumphant through the bloodiest possible slaughter,” and had this 
extended to The Road, says reviewer William Kennedy, the novel’s focus would 
be the road-wandering marauders and cannibals (10). But they are not. Here the 
protagonists are the “good guys”: a sympathetic, likeable middle-aged man and 
his young child (TR 65).

In the world of The Road, basic differences divide the good from the bad. 
As with the novel’s other characters, the man and child lack proper names, but 
prior to the novel’s advent, the father has given the two a collective designation 
that highlights their underlying nature: he and the boy are the “good guys” who, 
Prometheus-like, are “carrying the fire” as they search for other “good guys” (TR 
70). Their status as good guys inheres in, if nothing else, their refusal to eat people 
or dogs. This is fact enough to separate them from the “bad guys”: cannibals who 
feast on human cattle chained in a basement or those responsible for “a charred 
human infant headless and gutted and blackening on the spit” (78, 167).11 In fact, 
some years before the novel’s opening, the boy’s mother committed suicide in fear 
of falling prey to such atrocities. The father ponders a similar fate not a few times, 
but he does not acquiesce to suicide’s lure; rather, he honors his responsibility. “My 
job is to take care of you,” he tells the child, “I was appointed to do that by God. 
I will kill anyone who touches you” (65). Although the father commits acts that, 
by our present standards, if not immoral and unethical, are at least reprehensible, 
he does these things solely for the safety of the child.12 And early on, the pair’s 
journey acquires an explicitly religious quality, a sense of divine mission reinforced 
by the antonomastic refrain of “good guys” — that is, the substituting of this 
phrase for their proper names — and the repetition of “carrying the fire,” phrases 
that become incantatory in the manner of a litany or a prayer.
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This religious quality extends to the novel’s overall approach to character 
naming, which demonstrates a search for the prelapsarian eloquence lost in the 
postlapsarian babble. This is a search not simply for the original names given 
the world by Adam, but also, more fundamentally, for the God-given capacity 
to name the world correctly. The novel’s treatment of its only “properly” named 
character, the nearly blind old traveler who calls himself “Ely,” illustrates this 
negotiation with language.13 “Ely what?” asks the father, to which the old man 
responds, “What’s wrong with Ely?” (TR 141). His reticence about offering per-
sonal information is immediately clear and is underscored when the father asks 
his age and “what line of work” he’s in (144). “I’m not anything,” Ely insists 
(145). Outer Dark ’s bone-chilling gang leader says, “They say people in hell ain’t 
got names. But they had to be called somethin to get sent there” (235–36),14 and 
if we liken The Road ’s burned earth to hell, we must recognize the man’s efforts 
at naming Ely as attempts to find a way out of hell, a search for and belief in an 
alternative. When pressed about his name, the old man ultimately admits that 
“Ely” is a lie, saying of his real name, “I couldnt trust you with it. To do something 
with it. I dont want anybody talking about me. To say where I was or what I said 
when I was there. I mean, you could talk about me maybe. But nobody could say 
that it was me. I could be anybody” (TR 144–45). Without a “real” name, Ely 
cannot be held responsible for his words and deeds. He is, in essence, un-tethered, 
wandering the road beholden to no one and nothing, and thus escaping punish-
ment (whether God’s or that of another man on the road, we are never sure). But 
ultimately, the narrative rejects the lie that is “Ely” — the idea that a person can 
invent a convenient identity to hide who he is and what he has done. All that 
the father knows for sure of this stranger is that he is an “old man”; hence this is 
the most accurate and truthful thing to call him and the name that the narrative 
relies on.

More typical of McCarthy are the more than seventy named characters of 
Blood Meridian (Kirves 337–53). Most of the named characters in this novel are 
murderers whose names serve to document atrocious human deeds.15 For example, 
the scalp hunter Long Webster (not to be confused with his cohort Marcus 
Webster) is first named when he “swung the howitzer and steadied it,” leaving 
“upward of a dozen of the Yumas . . . dead or writhing in the sand” (BM 261). 
McCarthy names him, singles him out, precisely to attribute terrible actions to 
him, to demonstrate the very human capacity for horror. Like Long Webster’s, 
many characters’ names are reported either just prior to or following some atrocity. 
Another of Glanton’s gang, for instance, “a man from the east named Gilchrist,” is 
named only once and only because he and three others (“the last of the Delwares 
and . . . the Vandiemenlander”) are found

hanging head downward from the limbs of a fireblacked paloverde tree. They were 
skewered through the cords of their heels with sharpened shuttles of green wood 
and they hung gray and naked above the dead ashes of the coals where they’d been 
roasted until their heads had charred and the brains bubbled in the skulls and steam 
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sang from their noseholes. Their tongues were drawn out and held with sharpened 
sticks thrust through them and they had been docked of their ears and their torsos 
were sliced open with flints until the entrails hung down on their chests. (226–27)

Gilchrist’s name connects this evil (and lusciously depicted) deed with a human, 
reminding the reader that this horror is committed against a person. Yet the 
novel’s names create no distinction between the good and the bad by distin-
guishing one who suffers the deed from one who commits it: Gilchrist, like the 
rest of the cast of characters, is himself a murderer, unjustified and unrepentant. 
Despite its “humanness,” a proper name in Blood Meridian does not separate a 
man from his fellow men, but rather stains the whole race. In this novel, all men 
are evil. And, ultimately, they are all unmourned by the other characters and —  
importantly — by the reader as well.

Free as it is of proper names, The Road often relies on pronouns for char-
acter identification. Short by nature, pronouns allow McCarthy to emphasize 
the characters’ deeds by drawing away as little attention as possible from action 
verbs, as is evident in the following passage, in which the man and boy engage a 
knife-wielding marauder:

He was a big man but he was very quick. He dove and grabbed the boy and rolled 
and came up holding him against his chest with the knife at his throat. The man 
had already dropped to the ground and he swung with him and leveled the pistol 
and fired from a two-handed position balanced on both knees at a distance of six 
feet. The man fell back instantly and lay with blood bubbling from the hole in his 
forehead. The boy was lying in his lap with no expression on his face at all. He shoved 
the pistol in his belt and slung the knapsack over his shoulder and picked up the boy 
and turned him around and lifted him over his head and set him on his shoulders and 
set off up the old roadway at a dead run, holding the boy’s knees, the boy clutching 
his forehead, covered with gore and mute as a stone. (TR 56)

The focus here is on action — “dove,” “grabbed,” “rolled,” “dropped,” “swung,” 
“leveled,” “fired,” “fell,” “shoved,” “slung,” “lifted” — and the passage’s style 
demands that we judge a man, that we know him, by the nature of his deeds, not 
by the name he is called. We must read who he is, determine his inherent good-
ness or vileness, by the actions he commits with regard to other men. It is simple 
and essential. Furthermore, the confusion we might first feel (or at least expect) 
about pronouns and agency, about who is doing what, is subverted because the 
characters’ actions make clear who they are. In this single dramatic instance, for 
example, the character to whom the pronouns “he,” “him,” and “his” refer switches 
some twelve times, nine of the pronouns lack grammatically correct antecedents, 
and the phrase “The man” that begins consecutive sentences refers in the first 
to the father and in the second to the “roadrat.” Despite this, the characters are 
clearly knowable and differentiable from one another by what they do. And, in 
a world where ethical and moral distinctions matter, they can be taken to task 
for what they do, at least by the reader, if not by some authority within the text.
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The pronouns in Blood Meridian at times seem purposely to lack clarity, sug-
gesting the interchangeability of actors and actions, but, while The Road favors 
pronouns more heavily than Blood Meridian or any other McCarthy work, its 
pronouns are very clear and correspond to the sharp difference between good 
and evil. That McCarthy has identified this distinction suggests a hopeful turn 
in his fiction: if the characters (and the reader) can draw the line between right 
and wrong, then that which is right and good can be identified with, championed 
and possibly attained. Even Chabon, who reads the main characters’ journey as 
essentially futile, concedes that “we are rooting for them, pulling for them, from 
the first — and so, we suspect, is the author” (117). Indeed, the reader has greater 
access to the father’s thoughts than to those of any other McCarthy character, and 
as a result he is rounder, fuller and more sympathetic. He is someone the reader 
can imagine chatting with every morning before work at the bus stop, were this a 
world with jobs and bus stops. The failure of the father’s lungs at The Road ’s end 
is heartrending, and his death is made bearable only because the great sacrifice 
of his labored journey secures for the child a hopeful future. Though the sea is 
neither warm nor blue as the child had dreamed, he is found by a family of four, 
the new “good guys,” and with them he can continue to carry the fire.

“cAuterized terrAiN”: MAKiNG spAce for A New edeN

The Road ’s face-off between good and evil occurs on terrain far more hospitable 
to evil, as in any McCarthy novel. Like Blood Meridian’s sun-bleached plains, the 
gray road stretches long and desolate, offering nowhere to hide. Indeed the “cau-
terized terrain” of The Road is reminiscent of the “cauterized waste” of the western 
novel’s Sonoran desert (TR 12; BM 204). Despite obvious similarities among the 
settings, however, McCarthy’s stylistic presentation of place in The Road differs 
significantly from that of his previous works.16 Specifically, the narrative offers 
very few proper place names, and of the handful contained in the book, none is a 
marker of the story’s action.17 To the question of where the characters are located, 
then, reviewer Tom Chiarella answers, “There’s no way to know. The names of 
cities have been forgotten” (94). But the text does not bear out this assertion. The 
man demonstrates considerable familiarity with the locales through which he 
and the boy pass, and the boy “had the names of towns and rivers by heart” (TR 
181). And McCarthy, who always “carefully charts his characters’ movements 
from street to street or town to town — you can follow them on maps if you 
wish” (Arnold, “Blood and Grace” 11), has just as meticulously crafted this pair’s 
journey: the man and boy do follow an “oilcompany roadmap” — in pieces and 
numbered by crayon, but a map nonetheless (TR 36). The narrative’s strategy is 
actually one of withholding place names, a provocative rhetorical move that forces 
the reader to imagine new possibilities, to think not solely in terms of the world 
that was, but also of the world that will be. The burned out landscape, strangely, 
is a new if unlikely Eden awaiting once again those perfect names.
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In simplest terms, the proper place names of the pre-apocalyptic world have 
become obsolete. The world of The Road lacks organized governments, religions 
and economies, essential social structures that we readers take for granted, and 
thus is bereft of those classifications that would help to place the characters in the 
physical sense: country, state, county, city. Pointing at the map, the man explains 
to the boy,

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)

The man’s addendum — “What used to be called the states” — points to the names’ 
lack of relevance in the novel’s present. The states are no longer states, so calling 
the roads “state roads” is merely a throwback, and a term that, of course, means 
nothing to the child who was not yet alive during the time of the past civilization. 
To read this strategy as a nihilistic voiding of the places in the world as the reader 
knows it, though, would be a mistake. Rather, as the past world itself becomes 
meaningless, The Road suggests, the names of the past become meaningless as 
well. This is not to say that meaning has gone out of the world. The point here is 
that the nature of the meaning has changed: the method of naming McCarthy 
uses offers a refiguring of meaning in the language of the new, post-apocalyptic 
world.

This meaning inheres in the very human elements of the world. As such, the 
style here is distinctly hopeful for its focus on the good guys’ survival. For what 
matter is the distinction between Tennessee and Georgia, or, for that matter, 
between Tennessee and Timbuktu, in a world devoid of the social structures that 
give meaning and function to the distinctions? The number of miles between 
points A and B, one’s location with regard to a body of potable water — these 
are the important matters of geography in McCarthy’s “feverland” (TR 24). For 
example, the man “thought they had enough food to get through the mountains 
but there was no way to tell. The pass at the watershed was five thousand feet and 
it was going to be very cold” (25). Here, place is calculated by the characters and 
related to the reader in terms of food and warmth. Descriptions such as this one 
convey information of vital importance to the characters on their journey, infor-
mation that helps them to get their bearings and ultimately to survive. At another 
point the man “sat crosslegged in the leaves at the crest of a ridge and glassed 
the valley below them with the binoculars. The still poured shape of a river. The 
dark brick stacks of a mill. Slate roofs. An old wooden watertower bound with 
iron hoops. No smoke, no movement of life” (66). These details are essential for 
assessing danger: the starving pair need to enter the city to search for food, and 
while still-standing buildings and a river could suggest the presence of dangerous 
people, the lack of smoke and movement indicates otherwise.



64 Journal of Modern Literature Volume 33, Number 1

Omitting the names of the pre-apocalyptic world allows the ruined places 
(and the ruined civilization of which they were a part) to be left in the past. Blood 
Meridian, conversely, is intent on commemorating the destruction, on preserv-
ing its place in history. Riding through the American southwest and northern 
Mexico, the scalp hunters come upon an array of devastated towns, plagued by the 
language of ruin: Carizal “had fallen almost to ruin” (BM 174–75); Santa Cruz 
“was much reduced from its former estate and many of the buildings were unin-
habited and ruinous” (220); Tubac is “abandoned” (226); and “on the outskirts of 
the presidio of Tucson” are “the ruins of several haciendas and . . . more roadside 
markers where people had been murdered” (227). Those places not already spoiled 
are overrun by Glanton’s men, and here they murder indiscriminately, burn build-
ings and destroy property, such as when they “massacred a pueblo on the Nacozari 
River” (204). The documenting of the names of these places is a documenting of 
the deeds done there. After the wholesale slaughter of “peaceful Tiguas camped 
on the river,” the narrator asserts that “in the circuit of few suns all trace of the 
destruction of these people would be erased” (173, 174), but McCarthy’s manner 
of telling ensures it will not be so. Not only does McCarthy narrate with a bloody 
specificity the violence perpetrated in the novel’s locales, but he also memorializes 
the sites of loss and atrocity, stamping their names forever into memory. Man’s 
dwelling places — many of which no longer exist in the present day — are worthy 
of documentation only because of their destruction, for “If war is not holy man is 
nothing but antic clay” (307).

But where is The Road ’s road? Using the narrative’s place descriptions and 
their similarities to real places in McCarthy’s earlier works, Chabon, Wesley G. 
Morgan and others have placed the action in the southeastern U.S.18 The novel 
returns to the fictional terrain of McCarthy’s first four books, all of which are set 
in the American southeast. The setting’s physical return to the site of McCarthy’s 
earliest works all the more strengthens the meaning of the author’s stylistic depar-
ture in representing this setting. The physical return signals a return to the begin-
ning, to a time before all was tarnished and destroyed, a time characterized by 
potential. Finding a new way to talk about this now-destroyed region implies the 
possibility of renewal. The old might become new again, once more meaningful  
and pure, in a new world with a new language that can make it so.

By divesting the post-apocalyptic landscape of those names that signify the 
now ruined world, The Road frees both character and reader from the chains of 
the old language. Eliminating the old suggests the coming of the new and creates 
a space in which the new world can be imagined and called into being. The slate, 
of course, has not been entirely cleaned; the corpses of the old world, both literal 
and figurative, are everywhere. The world posed by McCarthy’s novel exists at a 
decidedly proto-Edenic moment: it is still in the stages of becoming, with regard 
to both form and content. But this world’s very existence in the face of such 
unlikely odds is itself the hopeful suggestion of an alternative to stark existential 
nothingness. The fact that the characters refuse to fall back on the old methods 
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of naming demonstrates their belief in a better way to name and a better world of 
which to speak, even if they (and the novel) have not yet found these things. Just 
as something optimistic propels the characters through the ashen landscape — a 
hope for warmth, for safety, for more good guys — the optimistic naming scheme 
propels the reader to imagine other possibilities. While the language of Blood 
Meridian memorializes slaughter, rendering destruction historical and permanent, 
the language of The Road begins to set both characters and readers free from the 
ruin.

the “Best Guy”: the New AdAM

That the earth on which the characters trek is yet properly unnamed tells the 
reader that neither the man nor the narrator is the Adam who will give a new 
language to the new Eden. Each is of the old, pre-apocalyptic world; each began 
his story there, came into language there and failed there. But the boy is differ-
ent. Born several days after the apocalyptic “long shear of light” and “series of 
low concussions,” he is decidedly of the new world (TR 45). The boy serves as an 
Adamic figure, a messiah not unlike Christ himself, who “must struggle on, so 
that he can be present at, or somehow contribute to, the eventual rebirth of the 
world” (Chabon 112). Indeed, the father and son’s decade-long survival in the face 
of such brutal and unlikely odds is “providential,” their tale “a messianic parable, 
with man and boy walking prophetically by rivers, in caves, on mountaintops and 
across the wilderness in the spiritual spoor of biblical prophets” (Kennedy 11). In 
decidedly biblical language, the narrative early on alerts the reader to the child’s 
holy nature: “If he is not the word of God God never spoke” (TR 4), thinks the 
man, even as he often disbelieves in and curses God. After washing the dead 
man’s brains from the boy’s hair, the man muses, “All of this like some ancient 
anointing,” and “Golden chalice, good to house a god” (63, 64). Even in dialogue 
the man suggests outright that the boy is holy, asking Ely, “What if I said that 
he’s a god?” (145). Further, as the man is dying, he calls the child “the best guy” 
(235), a superlative that elevates the boy above simple “good guy” status and sets 
him apart from his father and any other decent human beings.

The boy’s role as a hopeful Adamic or messianic figure is best understood 
in contrast with another Adamic character in McCarthy’s fiction, the notori-
ous Judge Holden of Blood Meridian.19 Joshua J. Masters explores the judge as 
simultaneous trickster, ethnographer and Adam, identifying him as “a self-written 
figure” who “not only interprets the world and its history, but also creates that 
world through his ability to apply language, to name” (28, 36). The judge’s efforts 
of creation, of course, are all in service of violence. He “is the supreme evil oppo-
site of the good boy messiah” in The Road (Kennedy 11), and the styles of the two 
characters’ dialogue set them in opposition to one another: the judge’s highfalutin 
sermons stand in sharp contrast to the child’s simplistic statements and ques-
tions.20 When discoursing to Glanton’s men, the judge likens war to a card game:
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Suppose two men at cards with nothing to wager save their lives. Who has not heard 
such a tale? A turn of the card. The whole universe for such a player has labored 
clanking to this moment which will tell if he is to die at that man’s hand or that man 
at his. What more certain validation of a man’s worth could there be? This enhance-
ment of the game to its ultimate state admits no argument concerning the notion of 
fate. The selection of one man over another is a preference absolute and irrevocable 
and it is a dull man indeed who could reckon so profound a decision without agency 
or significance either one. In such games as have for their stake the annihilation of 
the defeated the decisions are quite clear. This man holding this particular arrange-
ment of cards in his hand is thereby removed from existence. This is the nature of 
war, whose stake is at once the game and the authority and the justification. Seen 
so, war is the truest form of divination. It is the testing of one’s will and the will 
of another within that larger will which because it binds them is therefore forced 
to select. War is the ultimate game because war is at last a forcing of the unity of 
existence. (BM 249)

Here, as throughout Blood Meridian, the judge’s long-winded, baroque sentiments 
are opaque; the judge conceals the true nature of his statements in linguistic 
circumlocutions that extend beyond the men’s understanding.21 “You’re crazy 
Holden. Crazy at last,” is all that one of Glanton’s men can manage in response, 
and at this the judge just smiles (249). He “says things — terrible things — so 
beautifully that his own contradictions are likely to slide in one ear and out the 
other” (Ellis 164). The quintessential man of learning — the judge knows all 
languages, is versed in all disciplines — he makes the men his “disciples of a new 
faith” with impressive feats of language that they often fail to grasp (BM 130).

The Road ’s moment of supreme clarity regarding the child’s true nature, by 
contrast, comes in two simple sentences. When the father tells the child, “You’re 
not the one who has to worry about everything,” the child responds, “Yes I am 
. . . I am the one” (TR 218). This moment shines not simply for its transparency, 
but also for its singularity and the change it suggests: here, the boy unequivocally 
states who he is, whereas previously he has looked to his father for answers, asking 
whether they are the good guys. The certainty and clarity with which the boy for 
the first time puts his own words to himself contribute to the statement’s decidedly 
messianic ring. This line is reminiscent both of John 14:6, where Jesus proclaims, 
“I am the way, the truth, and the life,” and of Matthew 16:15, where Jesus prods 
his disciples by asking, “But whom say ye that I am?” Unlike the judge, the god 
of war, the boy promises mercy and redemption. His proclamation follows the 
discovery of the thief who stole their food, shoes and blankets, when the father 
has said, “I’m going to leave you the way you left us,” and divested the man of all 
clothing and property (TR 217). The child, distraught over this eye-for-an-eye 
mentality, begs his father to show the man mercy and forgives the unrepentant 
thief without a thought.

By naming himself “the one,” the boy here, only a few days before his father’s 
death, bears out the idea that he is, indeed, the one for whom the world is waiting. 
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And already he has not only named himself, but also provided another character 
with the closest thing to a “real” name in The Road. Throughout the novel the child 
calls his father “Papa”;22 this is the only word of its kind used as a form of address, 
a fact that underscores the essential nature of the father-son relationship that 
guides every moment of the novel’s action.23 This relationship has survived — in 
fact, it enables survival after the world has come to such a terrible state — and “the 
strength of it helps raise the novel — despite considerable gore — above nihilistic 
horror” (Zipp 14). The choice of such an affectionate term, moreover, as opposed 
to a more formal word such as “Father,” highlights the deep, intimate nature of 
the pair’s relationship. When the man who finds the boy after the father’s death 
asks, “Was that your father?” the boy’s response is a confirmation, but also a 
correction that reaffirms the boy’s ability to name that bond: “Yes. He was my 
papa” (TR 237). And the child’s burgeoning ability to name — to say simply and 
directly what a thing is and, like Adam, to make it so — is made more powerful by 
his ability to read and write,24 even in the absence of a culture that supports and 
nurtures these activities. Together, these abilities suggest that he can go forward, 
beyond the novel’s end, to write the new story of the new world.

And it is in the ending of The Road that we see most fully the novel’s depar-
ture from Blood Meridian. The latter work ends with the judge — with evil incar-
nate. Glanton’s men have long since died in the enterprise of war, the judge has 
just killed the kid, and now only the judge remains: “He says that he will never 
die. He dances in light and in shadow and he is a great favorite. He never sleeps, 
the judge. He is dancing, dancing. He says that he will never die” (BM 335).25 
War and death, the everlasting dance, have presided over the whole novel, and 
in the end war and death — in the physical body of the judge — are victorious. 
His “impermeable, amoral logos” wins (Masters 25). But McCarthy uncharac-
teristically writes possibility into the ending of The Road by giving the child a 
fighting chance. Five pages before the story’s close, the man, now wounded by 
an arrow, his lungs nearly failing, says his final words to the child: “Goodness 
will find the little boy. It always has. It will again” (TR 236). In the night the 
man dies, leaving his son alone and starving on the road. And after three days, 
goodness — much as it does in the Gospels — does, in fact, arrive: the child is 
found by another traveler, the father of a young boy and girl. These new “good 
guys” (they don’t eat people either) welcome the child among them, and in the 
next-to-last scene, the man’s wife tells the boy “that the breath of God was his 
breath yet though it pass from man to man through all of time,” strengthening 
the Adamic connection and recalling Genesis. McCarthy emphasizes this link 
in a closing scene that tells how “Once there were brook trout in the streams 
in the mountains. . . . In the deep glens where they lived all things were older 
than man and they hummed of mystery” (241). The end and the beginning are 
inseparable in The Road. For it is the end of the old world that signals the pos-
sibility of a new one, and the novel’s own ending so clearly harkens back to a 
beginning, the beginning of time.



68 Journal of Modern Literature Volume 33, Number 1

whAt coMes After, whAt coMes AGAiN

We cannot traverse The Road without a startling awareness of its departure from 
McCarthy’s previous style. Along with its odd approach to naming, the fractured 
narrative structure, proliferation of sentence fragments, and brief, repetitive dia-
logue differentiate the novel from the rest of his work. Doubtless, some critics will 
charge that in The Road McCarthy is not “McCarthy” enough: that, by alluding 
to some possibility beyond our present (and the novel’s future) world, he senti-
mentalizes the horrible facts of our collective situation. These critics will precisely 
miss the point. It is one thing to render on the page a dreadful world so intensely 
that the reader cannot contest its veracity, and of this trade, McCarthy has long 
been master practitioner. But it is another thing altogether — and this, the far 
more difficult — to render a dreadful world while simultaneously conjuring an 
alternative with such clearness of vision that its truth is likewise unquestionable. 
This McCarthy does in The Road without flinching. Rather than merely reveling 
in the horror, as does Blood Meridian, The Road tries to move beyond it. While 
“Blood Meridian is not a salvation narrative” and “we can be rescued neither by 
faith nor by works nor by grace” (Shaviro 148), these very things do offer the pos-
sibility of redemption in The Road. The novel veers away from the “paradigm of a 
dead-end, paradigmless world” (Bell, “Ambiguous Nihilism” 32), away from the 
void, signaling a radically optimistic shift for one of contemporary fiction’s most 
celebrated and prolific authors.

More broadly, The Road is an argument for a new kind of fiction, one that 
survives after the current paradigm of excess collapses, after the endlessly witty 
posturing exhausts itself with its own self-reflective neuroses. I am not arguing 
that the “postmodern” is dead. Those arguments have long been made, spoiled, 
and made again. And McCarthy’s place in the postmodern canon (likewise, 
in that of the modernists) has been and will continue to be debated — by oth-
ers.26 What is evident, however, is McCarthy’s refusal to accept the postmodern 
condition. Further, his answer is most assuredly not the often celebrated but sel-
dom well-defined “posthumanism” — The Road is too optimistic and too biblical. 
However difficult to fathom on the novel’s hellish earth, the main characters are 
the “good guys,” and this they are because they hold fast to those rigidly human 
qualities that the novel posits we are very much not “post”: love, hope, courage. 
Just as these basic forms hold together what remains of this ruined fictional world, 
McCarthy searches for the essential elements of story — character, meaningful 
action, etc. — that hold narration together when artifice, self-consciousness and 
irony are burned away. Chabon is wrong in claiming that “the quest here feels 
random, empty at its core” (117). The “maps and mazes” at The Road ’s end point 
toward something essential at the center of the journey, and tellingly, the novel 
closes not with the intersection of arbitrary and nonsensical lines, but with the 
patterns on the backs of the trout, “maps of the world in its becoming,” forms 
that suggest an inherent order and underlying purpose yet undiscovered (241).
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In the brief epilogue of Blood Meridian, a man in the desert makes holes in 
the ground with a steel implement, then “enkindles the stone in the hole with 
his steel hole by hole striking the fire out of the rock which God has put there” 
(337). Citing this passage, Harold Bloom suggests, “The Judge never sleeps, and 
perhaps will never die, but a new Prometheus may be rising to go up against him” 
(xiii). In The Road, McCarthy has granted us this new Prometheus, a twenty-
first-century good guy, Adam reinvented: the child is carrying the fire of hope 
and righteousness from the old story toward the new one. The father gives his son 
language, and after the father’s death, the son goes on to seek that still elusive New 
Jerusalem that waits somewhere beyond the pages of the novel. Decidedly, The 
Road is not a tabula rasa, not a re-imagining from scratch; it takes what remains 
after the world has been destroyed and goes forward from there in search of what 
is next. And what we have in the novel’s style is the post-apocalyptic language of 
a simultaneously new and age-old work: a means of looking forward, to after, by 
seeking the basic forms again. The paradoxical achievement of McCarthy’s novel 
is that it accepts the disjunction between where the world/fiction has been and 
where it is going, and in this moment of possibility — after the old and before the 
new — reconciles barbarous destruction with eloquent hope.
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Notes

1. McCarthy is best known for Blood Meridian (1985), which begins around 1850 and extends 
into the late nineteenth century, and the novels of The Border Trilogy (1992–1998), which are set 
in the 1950s. No Country for Old Men (2005) takes place in 1980, the most recent time period in 
McCarthy’s previous work.

2. Hereafter, in-text references to The Road and Blood Meridian will be abbreviated TR and BM, 
respectively.

3. Since the beginning of his career, McCarthy has been unable to escape stylistic comparisons 
with other authors, most frequently Faulkner, Hemingway, Melville, and Flannery O’Connor. 
Often cited is Prescott’s review of The Orchard Keeper, which deems McCarthy “Still Another Dis-
ciple of William Faulkner.” Still, few in the wide body of McCarthy scholarship go beyond cursory 
comparisons, and even fewer take the author’s style as a primary subject. Notable exceptions include 
Bingham, Kreml, Trotignon, and Ellis. The first three authors’ studies investigate a stylistic aspect 
of their respective novels as a means of illuminating some particular aspect of the work, while Ellis 
traces the development of the sound of McCarthy’s language from The Orchard Keeper through The 
Crossing. The present study differs from these earlier efforts in that it conducts a stylistic analysis of 
The Road in order to read the novel as a whole.

4. For other critics who take up and extend the nihilism thesis, see, for example, Ditsky and 
Winchell.



70 Journal of Modern Literature Volume 33, Number 1

5. Prior to his book-length work, Bell investigated some of these ideas in “The Ambiguous  
Nihilism of Cormac McCarthy.”

6. Daugherty argues that Blood Meridian operates within a Manichean Gnostic ideology: violence 
prevails not because God does not exist, but because the “good alien god” of Gnosticism has nothing 
to do with the human world which “is, and has always been, a world of killing” (165). According to 
Daugherty, the kid possesses a will that exists outside that of the murderous gang, and he, therefore, 
represents the (albeit failed, in this instance) possibility of human liberation. But Owens contends 
that Daugherty overemphasizes the kid’s goodness and understates the novel’s “primal violence” (12). 
And despite the potential fruitfulness of the Gnostic interpretation, Blood Meridian is usually read 
much as Shaviro and Guillemin read it.

7. Chabon’s review was originally published in the New York Review of Books in 2006. It was then 
collected, in slightly revised form, in his 2008 volume of essays. I cite the later version.

8. There is no shortage of disagreement among reviewers of The Road. Similarly to Chabon, Abell, 
for example, calls the main characters’ journey “futile” (19), while Helm says the story is “intention-
ally without meaning.” Kennedy, by contrast, highlights an important difference between McCar-
thy’s earlier work and The Road, where “McCarthy changes the odds to favor the man and boy” 
(10). For more reviews that attribute positive overtones to the work, see Cheuse, Charles, Zipp, 
and Boudway.

9. Further, Blood Meridian has long been considered both the stylistic and philosophical apex of 
McCarthy’s body of work, a determination likely to be challenged given the critical (to say nothing 
of the popular) success of The Road.

10. Arnold, in “Naming, Knowing, and Nothingness: McCarthy’s Moral Parables,” argues that 
McCarthy’s early novels, up to and including All the Pretty Horses (1992), demonstrate “a profound 
belief in the need for moral order” (46), and he connects various key themes with the books of Mat-
thew, I Corinthians and Revelation. While Arnold’s ideas here and elsewhere have certainly laid the 
groundwork for arguments against claims of nihilism, it should be noted that he does not contend 
that the novels develop the concept and underscore the existence of redemption — as does the pres-
ent article with regard to The Road — but simply that the novels’ worlds are not entirely devoid of 
moral possibility.

11. When confronted with this image, Swift’s “A Modest Proposal,” minus the irony, comes quickly 
to mind. Perhaps we should also think of Gulliver, although unlike Swift’s character, the man in The 
Road does not give himself over to misanthropy as his travel story unfolds.

12. The father, for example, kills a man who attempts to kill the boy; runs away from a basement full 
of human captives to save his son’s life; refuses food to a number of fellow travelers on the road; and, 
when he finds the man who has stolen his and the boy’s clothes and supplies, forces the thief to strip 
down and leaves him empty-handed, as the thief had left them. All of this, however, is done in his 
role as the boy’s protector, not for the man’s own benefit, and he never harms anyone out of malice.

13. The name “Ely” paired with the characters’ discussion of God in this section, of course, conjures 
the biblical prophet Elijah, who will return to the earth on the Day of Judgment before the Mes-
siah. The bedraggled character in The Road is also reminiscent of the “old disordered Mennonite” 
in Blood Meridian (39), whom Bloom views as parallel with the prophet who calls himself Elijah in 
Melville’s Moby Dick (viii).

14. McCarthy’s dialogue frequently represents dialects, and words such as “somethin” are deliberate 
departures from spelling conventions. Likewise, spelling oddities in The Road, such as “couldnt” and 
“dont” which appear in later examples in this article, are consistent stylistic features of the novel, 
not typesetting errors.

15. Many of the characters (and their names) are based on the historical record, including Judge 
Holden and Captain John Joel Glanton. See Sepich’s articles and Notes.
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16. It likewise differs from the name-heavy antecedents of the modernist literary aesthetic, and 
specifically from T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, the emblematic example of modern apocalyptic 
literature. Certainly The Road ’s “ashes of the late world carried on the bleak and temporal winds to 
and fro in the void. Carried forth and scattered and carried forth again. Everything uncoupled from 
its shoring” (TR 9–10) recall “These fragments I have shored against my ruins” at the end of The 
Waste Land, not to mention the earlier “fear in a handful of dust.” But in Eliot’s poem, the cities of 
“falling towers” — Jerusalem, Athens, Alexandria, Vienna, London — are all named and, therefore, 
memorialized.

17. The Road contains six proper place names: Rock City, Tenerife, London, Cadiz, Bristol and 
Mars. The first comes in the form of a sprawling barn-side advertisement — “See Rock City” (TR 
18) — and although this might initially promise to help identify a specific setting, literally hundreds 
of barns in the United States, from Michigan in the north, to Texas in the west, bear this slogan. 
Hence this place name does little to narrow down the novel’s location beyond what most readers 
will already be able to determine (see Note 18). The narrator’s conjecture that a boat’s iron hardware 
has been “smeltered in some bloomery in Cadiz or Bristol” (228) is likewise unhelpful for placing 
the action, as these could be towns, respectively, in Kentucky and Tennessee or Spain and England. 
Since, in a global economy, the location of an item’s production hardly corresponds to its ultimate 
destination, “London” (192), written on a sextant the man finds on another ship, thus also fails to 
place the characters.

18. Some reviewers have proposed different locations. Kennedy, for example, asserts that the charac-
ters are traveling toward the Gulf Coast, while Abell says they are headed for the Pacific Ocean, and 
Weeks claims that the pair is in the American southwest, en route to California. The more common 
assertion that the characters are in Kentucky and Tennessee, on their way to the Atlantic Ocean, 
however, seems most supported by textual evidence. Morgan identifies present-day or past locations 
that correspond to some of the novel’s descriptions, such as the Cumberland Gap, Knoxville and 
the Henley Street Bridge over the Tennessee River (originally of Suttree fame), and with these he 
reconstructs partially the main characters’ route to the sea. Interestingly, Morgan sees this journey 
as corresponding to McCarthy “fictionally returning once again to his own roots in Knoxville and 
the southeast” (10).

19. Lewis charts the collective development, in ideology and fiction, of the myth of the American 
hero as Adam. This character “was the type of creator, the poet par excellence, creating language 
itself by naming the elements of the scene about him” (5). Both The Road ’s man and child serve as 
interesting examples of this Adamic hero, whom Lewis characterizes as “an individual emancipated 
from history, happily bereft of ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family 
and race; an individual standing alone, self-reliant and self-propelling, ready to confront whatever 
awaited him with the aid of his own unique and inherent resources” (5). An investigation of the novel 
as an extension/alteration of the myth would likely prove illuminating.

20. Describing the judge’s first address to Glanton’s gang, the ex-priest Tobin says, “It was like a 
sermon but it was no such sermon as any man of us had ever heard before.” Standing on “the edge of 
a vast malpais,” the judge “delivered himself of an oration to what end I know not, then or now” (BM 
129). Glanton’s men, after this moment, literally and figuratively become Judge Holden’s followers, 
riding behind him across the dangerous lava rock.

21. A man named Irving then says to the judge, “Might does not make right . . . The man that wins 
in some combat is not vindicated morally,” but Holden responds that moral law is “an invention of 
mankind,” continually subverted by historical law. No one disputes him. When the judge asks the 
ex-priest’s opinion on the matter, Tobin, who knows he cannot contend with the judge, will only 
answer, “The priest does not say” (BM 250). Earlier in the novel, Marcus Webster, one of the scalp 
hunters, says to the judge, “You’re a formidable riddler and I’ll not match words with ye” (141).

22. For better or worse, one can’t help but be reminded of Hemingway’s nickname here, given 
the similarities between and numerous comparisons of Hemingway’s and McCarthy’s work (and,  
specifically, comparisons between Hemingway’s style and the style of The Road).
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23. While the “names” of the kid in Blood Meridian and the child in The Road share a common 
grammatical construction, I do not believe that McCarthy is establishing a parallel or connection 
between the characters or their functions. Eaton contends that the kid’s “lack of a surname signals a 
certain rootlessness, and indeed the kid is cut off from his family from the start” (162). After leaving 
his father and home at the novel’s opening, the kid is, by the second page of Blood Meridian, “finally 
divested of all that he has been. His origins are become remote” (BM 4). But the father-son bond 
in The Road is, of course, one of the work’s strongest elements, and this relationship is sufficient to 
“root” the child by providing a sense of belonging. Further, the child’s namelessness is consistent 
with that of all the other characters in the novel.

24. The kid in Blood Meridian, says Masters, “finally lacks the Adamic capacity to name and create, 
and his illiteracy . . . functions as a defining feature” (35). Thus he is unable to pose a real threat to 
the all-consuming creative power of the judge, and he ultimately dies by the judge’s hand.

25. Bloom says that the evil Judge Holden’s “name suggests a holding, presumably of sway over all 
he encounters” (ix).

26. For discussions of McCarthy as a postmodernist author, see, for example, Jarrett’s Cormac McCar-
thy, chapter five, and “Cormac McCarthy’s Sense of an Ending: Serialized Narrative and Revision in 
Cities of the Plain,” and also Shaviro. For McCarthy as a modernist author, see Holloway and Horton. 
Phillips contends that McCarthy fits into neither of these categories, while Guinn outlines what he 
sees as McCarthy’s development from a modernist to a postmodernist.
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