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Abstract

This article explores the theme of fatherhood as a form of existential resistance in Cormac McCarthy’s novel The Road. This
novel set in a post-apocalyptic world where morality has nearly disappeared, the novel follows a father and son struggling to
survive. While the outside world is filled with violence, despair, and meaninglessness, the father’s love and responsibility
toward his son create a powerful moral center. This paper argues that the father’s commitment to “carrying the fire”
represents an ethical stance against chaos and moral decay. His role as a father becomes an act of resistance offering hope,
human connection, moral clarity in an otherwise hopeless world. Through close reading, the article examines how McCarthy
portrays fatherhood not just as emotional or biological, but as a deeply ethical and existential choice. The study also reflects on
how the novel presents the possibility of goodness in extreme conditions through the bond between father and son.
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Introduction

Cormac McCarthy is one of the most powerful voices in modern American literature. His novel The Road (2006)
tells the story of a father and son trying to survive in a world that has been destroyed by an unnamed disaster.
McCarthy’s The Road explores a ruined world where almost all life has been destroyed, and human morality has
collapsed. In this dark and hopeless setting, the novel focuses on the deep bond between a father and his son.
Their relationship becomes a powerful symbol of moral strength and emotional survival.

The father’s love and responsibility for his son guide their journey through violence and suffering. Even when the
world around them loses meaning, the father chooses to protect his child with care, hope and moral values. This
act of fatherhood becomes a form of resistance against the emptiness and cruelty of the world. Through this
relationship, McCarthy shows that in extreme situations, personal love and moral responsibility can still survive
and give life meaning. In this world, there is no law, no government, and very little hope. Most people have lost
their sense of right and wrong, and life has become cruel and dangerous. However, in the middle of this dark and
broken world, McCarthy shows a father who continues to protect, love, and guide his son. This father’s actions are
not only about survival but they are also about holding on to moral values in a place where morality is
disappearing.

According to A Glossary of Literary Terms, by M.H. Abrams and Geoffrey Harpham status existentialism is “a
philosophical movement which stresses the individual’s unique position as a self-determining agent responsible for
the authenticity of his or her choices” (178). In McCarthy’s The Road, this idea is very important. The father shows
existential resistance by choosing to live with moral values even when the world is falling apart. His decision to
“carry the fire” with his son shows the existential struggle to create meaning and hold on to morality in a world
filled with despair. According to Hubert L. Dreyfus and Mark A. Wrathall, the term “existentialism” came into
common use after the major crises of the twentieth century, especially the events that led to the two world wars.
T.S. Eliot’s essay Tradition and the Individual Talent and Cormac McCarthy’s novel The Road may appear very
different in form, but they share important ideas when examined through the lens of existential resistance and
moral vision. Eliot argues that a writer does not create in isolation but works within a living tradition, engaging
with the past to produce something meaningful in the present. Similarly, McCarthy’s The Road shows how
individuals like especially the father resist the moral emptiness of a ruined world by holding on to inherited values
of goodness, love and responsibility. Though the physical world in The Road is destroyed, the father “carries the
fire”, symbolizing a connection to moral traditions that once gave meaning to human life. This act of preserving
ethical purpose in a world without structure reflects Eliot’s idea that the individual is most powerful when rooted
in something larger than the self. Both works suggest that resistance to meaninglessness requires not just personal
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effort, but a dialogue with the moral and cultural memory of humanity. In this'way, Eliot's belief in the importance
of tradition is echoed in McCarthy’s portrayal of a father who keeps moral values allve even when the world
around him, has forgotten them. <

In both T.S Eliot’s The Waste Land and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, the authors present a'world where traditional
beliefs and moral systems have collapsed, leaving behind a barren and broken landscape. Eliot’s poem reflects the
spiritual emptiness of modern society after war, while McCarthy’s novel shows a post- apocalyptic world filled with
death, violence, and hopelessness. However, both works explore how individuals can still resist despair by holding
on to small acts of meaning. The Waste Land, this resistance appears in the search for spiritual renewal and
fragments of wisdom through myth and memory. In The Road, existential resistance is shown through the father
and son’s deep bond and their decision to “carry the fire”, which symbolizes moral responsibility and human
goodness. Through the settings are break and stripped of comfort, both Eliot and McCarthy suggest that morals
strength comes not from institutions but from personal commitment and love in this way, both works create a
powerful image of moral survival, showing that even in the darkest times, human beings can still choose to act
with dignity, care, and faith.

This article argues that fatherhood in The Road is more than a biological role. It becomes a form of existential
resistance, meaning that the father chooses to live with purpose, responsibility, and love, even, when the world
around him has lost all meaning. His deep bond with his son becomes a symbol of hope and ethical living. Though
this relationship, McCarthy presents a unique moral vision: that goodness can still survive even in the worst
conditions.

This paper aims to examine how Cormac McCarthy’s The Road presents fatherhood as a form of moral strength
and existential resistance in a post- apocalyptic world. It explores how the father’s love, care, and ethical choices
give meaning to life in a world where traditional values have collapsed. This paper also aims to show how the
relationship between father and son becomes a symbol of hope, moral responsibility, and the survival of human
goodness. This paper highlights McCarthy’s deeper ethical vision: that even in times of destruction and despair,
individuals can still choose to be good and protect others. This paper reveals how fatherhood in The Road is not
only emotional, but also philosophical and ethical.

The post -Apocalyptic Worlds and the Collapse of Morality in The Road

In The Road, Cormac McCarthy imagines a post - apocalyptic worlds where all signs of civilization have
disappeared. The sky is always dark, the land is burnt, animals are gone, and there is almost no food. The world is
cold, silent, and lifeless. In this ruined place, people no longer follow moral rules. Many survivors have become
violent, selfish, even cannibalistic. McCarthy writes, “you forget what you want to remember and you remember
what you want to forget” (11), which shows how people have tried to erase their past humanity because it no
longer helps them survive. The destruction of the physical world has also led to the loss of memory, identity, and
values.

The father and son walk through this bleak landscape trying to survive. But survival alone is not enough for them.
The father wants his son to remain good in a world where goodness is nearly gone. He teaches the boy that they
are different from the others. He says, “We're the good guys ... we’re carrying the fire” (136). This idea of “carrying
the fire” becomes a symbol of moral resistance. Even though the world is dying, they try to protect the inner fire of
humanity, love, and compassion.

Andrew K. Estes observes that several important elements in McCarthy’s The Road are influence by the Biblical
tradition of apocalypse, particularly through its influence on American popular culture. He explains this connection
by stating, “Many features of McCarthy’s text derive directly from the Biblical tradition of apocalypse, especially as
received into popular American culture. The division of the world into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ guys corresponds to the
‘sorting out’ that takes place at judgment Day’ (193). Estes’s observation helps to understand the moral structure
of the novel. After the destruction of civilization, people are divided according to their actions and values. The
father and the boy represent those who continue to follow compassion, love, and moral responsibility, while the
cannibalistic groups represent violence, cruelty, moral corruption. This division reflects the Biblical idea of
Judgment Day, in which human beings are separated according to their moral conduct. Thus, McCarthy uses the
post- apocalyptic world to examine the continuing struggle between good and evil and the possibility of preserving
humanity in a ruined world.
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In The Road by Cormac McCarthy, the father and the son symbolize the remaining frégments,of_human civilization,
and they describe themselves as “carriers of the fire.” Critics have offered different.interpretations of this phrase.
For Cant, it represents the simple act of preserving the desire to live. In contrast, critics such as Michael Sauder and
Chad Michael McPherson argue that carrying the fire signifies the passing on of moral values from one generation
to the next.

Despite the darkness of this world, the father still sees his son as a symbol of hope. He says,“ if he is not the word
of God, God never spoke” (3). In a world without religion, law, or kindness, the boy represents purity, innocence,
and a moral future. He is the reason the father continuous to live and to believe in something greater. In this way,
McCarthy uses the destroyed world to show what happens when morality collapses. But he also shows that moral
resistance is possible. The father and son, by staying together and “carrying the fire” show that love, compassion,
and goodness can still exist even in the most hopeless conditions.

Fatherhood as an Ethical and Existential Choice in The Road

In The Road, fatherhood is not only a biological role. It is also a moral and existential decision. The father chooses
to stay alive not only to survive for himself but to care for his son and to protect the boy’s innocence. His love for
the boy gives him a reason to live in a world that has lost all meaning. This decision to keep going, to teach values,
and to protect goodness is what makes fatherhood in the novel an ethical and existential act. The father sees his
son as a sacred being, something greater than himself. Early in the novel, he says, “if he is not the word of God,
God never spoke” (3). This powerful line shows that the father gives his life purpose by seeing the boy as a moral
symbol possibly even divine. In a godless and lawless world, the father makes his son the center of this faith and
moral code.

The Father’s parenting is not just about feeding or sheltering the boy. It is about keeping him “good”. The father
constantly reminds the boy, “you have to carry the fire” (298). When the boy asks what the fire is, the father says,
“it’s inside you. It was always there. | can see it” (298). This fire represents ethical strength, hope, and humanity.
The father is not only keeping his child alive but he is passing down moral values in a world where morality no
longer exists outside of their bond.

Even though survival often forces people to commit terrible acts, the father tries to teach his son to resist cruelty.
For example, when they find a thief who steals from them the father threatens to leave the thief naked. The boy
pleads with him to show mercy. After punishing the thief, the father later admits to the boy, “He said. Papa please
don’t kill the man. The thief’s eyes swung wildly. The boy was crying” (274). This scene shows how the father
listens to his son’s moral instincts, even in moments of desperation. The boy becomes a moral compass for the
father, which proves that their relationship is based on shared ethical choices.

In this way, McCarthy presents fatherhood as a form of existential resistance. The father could have given up many
times, but he continues because he chooses to live for another person. He creates meaning through love and
responsibility. His ethical actions give his life purpose in a meaningless world. This is why fatherhood in The Road is
not only emotional but it is also philosophical. McCarthy shows that parenting can be a powerful moral act an
existential choice that gives life meaning and direction in a world of chaos.

The Moral Bond Between Father and Son in The Road

The relationship between the father and the son is the emotional and moral heart of The Road. In a world that has
lost all hope, laws, and compassion, their bond gives life meaning. They are not just trying to survive but they are
trying to stay human. The father teaches the boy how to live in a way that respects kindness, trust, and love. At the
same time, the boy often reminds the father of moral values when the father begins to lose faith. Their bond is
based not only on love but on shared ethics.

At the end of the novel, when the father is dying, he tells his son, “you have to carry the fire”. The boy asks, “Is it
real? The fire?” and the father replies, “Yes, it is” (298). This moment is very emotional and meaningful. The father
is passing on not just his life, but also his values. The fire represents love, humanity, and morality. The father trusts
that the boy will carry on the ethical way of living they shared together.

This deep moral bond between father and son is what keeps them alive but not just physical, and spiritually. In a
world full of death and cruelty, their love and trust become a form of moral survival. McCarthy uses their
relationship to show that ethics are not based on systems or laws, but on the way people love and care for each
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other. This bond helps them resist despair, and it becomes McCarthy’s central message is-that goodness survives

through love, even in a dying world

McCarthy’s Ethical Vision in The Road

Cormac McCarthy’s The Road presents a dark vision of a world after destruction. There is no government, no
community, and no religion to guide people. In this silent and lifeless world, human morality is almost gone.
People steal, kill, even eat each other to survive. But through the story of a father and son, McCarthy shows that
moral goodness can still exist, even when everything else is lost. His ethical vision is based not on religion or law,
but on love, responsibility, and the will to protect what is good.

The father and son are alone, yet they live by values. They never kill the innocent or harm the weak. The father
keeps reminding the boy that they are “the good guy.” He tells him, “you have to carry the fire” (298). This fire is
not real in a physical sense, but it stands for hope, moral courage, and the human spirit. It is McCarthy’s way of
showing that ethical choices are still possible even in a broken world. Importantly, McCarthy does not offer a clear
religious or political answer. The father says, “There is no God and we are his prophets” (181). This strange line
suggests that even if there is no divine power, people can still act morally. In many parts of the novel, McCarthy
shows that morality is not easy to follow in such a world.

Hannah Stark observations on the meaninglessness of life suggested by the ending of the novel, “The man and the
boy have no future; while the man dies at the end of the novel, the boy is left in a world of ever diminishing
resources” (74). The narrative ends with a dreamlike memory of the earlier world, which is now reduced to “Maps
and mazes . . . of a thing which could not be made right again” (307). At the end of the novel, when the father dies,
he passes his moral teachings to the boy. The boy is taken in by another family who promises they are also
“carrying the fire”. This shows that goodness has not ended with the father’s death. McCarthy writes, “Goodness
will find the little boy. It always has. It will again” (300). This final line is full of quiet hope. It suggests that moral
goodness is not destroyed, but passed down, like a fire from one person to another. McCarthy’s ethical vision in
The Road shows that even when the world ends, morality does not have to end. Through the love and duty
between the father and son, he reveals that human goodness can survive disaster. This vision is not loud or
idealistic but it is quiet, personal, and deeply emotional. It asks us to carry the fire of moral responsibility, just like
the boy.

Ashley Kunsa argues that, even though the world of The Road is filled with suffering, violence, and destruction, the
father and the boy can still be understood as the “good guys.” She explains, “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” (68). According to
Kunsa, the father and the boy remain good because they preserve essential human qualities such as love, hope,
and courage. These qualities help them maintain their humanity despite the harsh conditions around them. In
contrast, the “bad guys” have abandoned these values and are guided by selfishness, despair, and the desire to
control others. McCarthy therefore presents a clear moral division between those who struggle to preserve human
values and those who have surrendered to violence and domination. This contrast shows that moral goodness can
survive even in a world where social order and civilization have collapsed.

Contemporary Reflection

The themes in Cormac McCarthy’s The Road became more relevant during the global COVID-19 pandemic. Like the
father and son in the novel who struggle to survive in a post-apocalyptic world, many people during the pandemic
faced fear, isolation and uncertainly about the future. The father’s protection of his child in the face of danger
mirrors the efforts of parents around the world who tried to keep their families safe from an invisible threat.
During COVID-19, people had to make moral decisions like whether to help others, follow safety rules, or act
selfishly. In The Road, the father chooses to “carry the fire” and teach his son to stay good, even when the world is
falling apart. This idea is similar to how many people tried to hold onto hope and moral values during the
pandemic. The crisis reminded us that even in dark times, love, care, and ethical responsibility still matter. By
looking at the pandemic through the lens of The Road, we can see how McCarthy’s story is not only about survival,
but also about the importance of human connection and moral choice in extreme situations.

The global COVID-19 crisis offers a powerful real world parallel to the world imagined in The Road. Both reflect
how human beings respond when normal life collapses, and survival becomes uncertain. In McCarthy’s novel, the
father and son keep moving forward not just to stay alive, but to hold on to their humanity. Similarly, during the
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pandemic, people had to make ethical choices like caring for loved ones, protecting the vulnerable, and showing )
compassion in a time of fear. The father’s decision to “carry the fire” becomes a symbol of moral resistance, justas
many individuals during covid-19 showed courage, empathy, and hope. By comparih‘gzt‘hese two worlds, we see
that The Road is not just a story of survival, but a reminder that in the darkest times, choosing love, responsibility,
moral values is a form of existential resistance that keeps the human spirit alive

Conclusion

Cormac McCarthy’s The Road is more than a story of survival. It is a powerful reflection on fatherhood, morality,
and the human spirit in a world where almost everything is lost. The novel shows that in the face of destruction,
moral choices still matter. Through the father’s deep love and responsibility for his son, McCarthy presents
fatherhood as an act of existential resistance. The father does not simply try to stay alive while he tries to protect
his son’s goodness, to keep love alive, and to pass on moral values in a collapsing world. The post- apocalyptic
setting reflects the breakdown of society, ethics, and language. Yet in this silent and violent world, the father and
son create a small space of moral meaning. They stay committed to being “We’re the good guys. Yes. And we’re
carrying the fire” (136). These phrases represent hope, humanity and ethical strength. Their relationship becomes
a form of resistance against despair, violence, and moral decay.

McCarthy’s ethical vision is not based on religion, law, or social system. It is based on love, compassion, and
personal responsibility. The bond between the father and son proves that moral goodness can survive even when
the world has ended. In the end, the father’s teachings live on through the boy, who continues to carry the fire
after his father’s death. Thus, The Road offers a powerful message is that times of great darkness, it is through
love, sacrifice, and moral commitment that human beings can still find meaning. Fatherhood, in this novel,
becomes a symbol of ethical resistance are quiet, powerful choice to remain good when all else if gone.
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