
    EAST OF EDEN 

 QUESTIONS 

1) Penguin books says “East of Eden is a masterpiece of Biblical scope and 
the magnum opus of one of America’s most enduring authors. It has 
enduring themes of the mystery of iden@ty, the inexplicability of love 
and the consequences of love’s absence. In this work Steinbeck has 
created his most mesmerising characters.”  

Do you agree and do you think the book would s@ll be a masterpiece if 
read by people who are not aware of the biblical stories that are a key 
part of the book? 

2) Lee says “ We are all descended from the restless, the nervous, the 
criminals, the arguers and brawlers but also the brave and independent 
and generous. If our ancestors had not been that, they would have 
stayed in their home plots in the world and starved over squeezed-ou 
soil” 

What makes this a quintessen@ally American book? 

3) Adam Trask struggles to overcome the ac@ons of others. In the end he 
says to Cal “ If you want to give me a present, give me a good life.” Does 
Adam have a good life and if not, what hinders him in this? 

4) Lee is one of the most remarkable characters in American literature- a 
philosopher trapped by the racial expecta@ons of his @me. 

How does he change with @me and why do you think he stays with the 
Trasks instead of pursuing his own dreams? 

5) Adam’s wife Cathy, later Kate, has evil of biblical propor@ons. What 
mo@vates her? Is she truly evil or does Steinbeck allow some traces of 
humanity in his characteriza@on of her? 

6) Sibling rivalry is a crushing recurrence in East of Eden. Adam and Charles, 
and then Aron and Cal act out a drama of jealousy and compe@@on that 
seems fated. Is it true that good and evil are truly separate, or are there 
good traits in Charles and Cal who appear to embody evil, and do Adam 
and Aron exhibit some “evil” in their apparent “goodness” 



7) Discuss Steinbeck’s love of the Salinas Valley and his descrip@ons of it 
throughout @me.  

8) Discuss the two families in the book, the Hamiltons and the Trasks, and 
in par@cular whether these parallel stories work well in the novel. 

9) Adam has a lot of philosophical discussions with both Lee and Samuel 
Hamilton. Does he listen to them and act upon them? 

            

QUOTATIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

   Discuss in rela8on to the book or to general life. 

1) “But the Hebrew word, the word @mshel-“Thou mayest”- that gives a 
choice. It might be the most important word in the world. That says the 
way is open. That throws it right back on a man. For if “Thou mayest”-it 
is also true that “Thou mayest not” 

2) “And this I believe, that the free, exploring mind of the individual thing in 
the world- And this I would fight for: the freedom of the mind to take 
any direc@on it wishes, undirected. And this I must fight against: any 
idea, religion or government which limits or destroys the individual. That 
is what I am and what I am about.” 

3) “ I believe there is one story in the world, and only one… Humans are 
caught-in their lives, in their thoughts, in their hungers and ambi@ons, in 
their avarice and cruelty, and in their kindness and generosity too- in a 
net of good and evil…There is no other story. A man, a`er he has 
brushed off the dust and chips of his life, will have only the hard, clean 
ques@ons: Was it good or was it evil? Have I done well-or ill? 

4) “When a child first catches adults out… when it first walks into his grave 
lible head that adults do not always have divine intelligence, that their 
judgements are not always wise, their thinking true, their sentences just-
his world falls into panic desola@on. The gods are fallen and all safety 



gone…. And the child’s world is never quite whole again. It is an aching 
kind of growing. 

5) It’s awful not to be loved; it’s the worst thing in the world…It makes you 
mean, and violent and cruel”


