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Introduction
Social exchange theory provides a useful framework for examining relationships in Jeannette Walls’s
memoir The Glass Castle because the Walls family is held together by exchanges of affection, loyalty,
labor, hope, protection, and obligation that are rarely equal. The theory does not imply that family
members calculate every relationship like a financial transaction. It asks how rewards, costs,
dependence, alternatives, and expectations influence continuing interaction. Jeannette and her
siblings receive imagination, occasional warmth, intellectual stimulation, and a powerful sense of
unconventional identity from Rex and Rose Mary, but they also endure hunger, instability, neglect,
fear, and responsibilities that should belong to adults. Their decisions to remain loyal, resist parental
demands, leave home, and later reinterpret their family history can therefore be understood through
changing assessments of what the relationships provide and what they require. Symbolic
interactionism adds another dimension by showing how family members create meaning through
repeated stories and labels, helping explain why emotional attachment can continue even after
dependence ends (Walls, 2005).

Unequal Exchange and Parental Dependence
The exchange between the Walls parents and their children is structurally unequal because children
begin with far fewer alternatives and depend on adults for food, shelter, healthcare, education, and
safety. Rex sometimes offers affection, storytelling, scientific curiosity, and confidence in his
children’s intelligence, while Rose Mary encourages creativity and independence. These rewards are
meaningful, yet they coexist with serious neglect. The children frequently search for food, manage
scarce money, protect one another, and solve problems that their parents should address.
Dependence gives the adults greater power because the children cannot simply choose another
household whenever the costs become too high. Rex’s alcohol use intensifies the imbalance by
making affection and reliability unpredictable, while Rose Mary’s commitment to personal freedom
often transfers domestic burdens to the children. Social exchange theory helps explain why the
relationships persist without suggesting that occasional affection compensates morally for
deprivation. Intermittent rewards can preserve hope, but the unequal distribution of responsibility
remains central to understanding the family’s power structure.
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The Glass Castle as Deferred Reward
Rex’s proposed Glass Castle functions as the memoir’s most important example of a deferred reward.
He promises to design and build an extraordinary solar-powered home once the family achieves
stability, and young Jeannette treats the plan as evidence that her father’s intelligence will eventually
transform their circumstances. The dream therefore provides hope in exchange for patience and
loyalty. Its power depends on being located in the future, where each failure can be explained by
another lost job, move, conflict, or shortage of money. As Jeannette grows older, repeated experience
changes the value she assigns to these promises. The foundation pit beside the family’s house in
Welch, eventually filled with garbage rather than becoming the base of a new home, turns the symbol
from possibility into evidence of unreliability. Social exchange theory explains this shift through
changing expectations: a promised reward loses motivational power when experience repeatedly
shows that it is unlikely to arrive. Love may remain, but credibility declines.

Sibling Reciprocity and the Creation of Alternatives
The relationships among Jeannette, Lori, Brian, and Maureen create a more reciprocal exchange
network inside the household. The siblings share food, information, protection, savings, and plans,
and their cooperation gradually creates an alternative to parental dependence. Lori’s ambition,
Brian’s practical competence, and Jeannette’s persistence become resources that can be pooled
rather than consumed by instability. This matters because exchange power changes when realistic
alternatives improve. As the older children gain jobs, education, savings, and contacts outside the
family, remaining in Welch becomes less necessary and leaving for New York becomes increasingly
possible (Blau, 1964). Their support for one another also demonstrates why exchange theory should
not be confused with selfishness. Reciprocity can be an expression of love and solidarity rather than a
demand for immediate equal repayment. Each sibling’s contribution strengthens the others’ chances
of escape, and shared history creates trust. The resulting network reduces the parents’ control
because the children no longer depend exclusively on the adults for resources or direction.

Symbolic Interactionism, Stigma, and Family
Meaning
Symbolic interactionism clarifies how the Walls family creates meanings that shape behavior even
when material conditions remain unchanged. Rex and Rose Mary repeatedly describe poverty and
sudden movement as adventure, independence, or resistance to conventional society. Expressions
such as “doing the skedaddle” transform flight from debt or conflict into a family ritual and protect
the parents’ self-image. As Jeannette enters school and encounters teachers, employers, classmates,
and other households, she learns that her family’s definitions are not the only possible ones.
Conditions once described as adventurous can also be understood as unsafe, neglectful, or
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embarrassing. Outside labels create another layer of meaning because poverty may cause others to
treat children as irresponsible or inferior even though they did not create their circumstances.
Jeannette’s later discomfort when her parents are homeless in New York reflects fear that the past will
redefine her adult identity. Writing the memoir ultimately gives her greater control over that process
by turning a stigmatized history into authored interpretation rather than hidden shame.

Leaving, Boundaries, and the Limits of Theory
Jeannette’s departure from home occurs when the balance among costs, rewards, dependence, and
alternatives changes substantially. Employment provides income, school develops skills, and sibling
cooperation creates a realistic pathway out of Welch. Rex’s interference with the children’s savings
makes the imbalance especially visible because the parents are not merely failing to provide
resources; they are consuming resources the children created to become independent. Leaving
therefore becomes a boundary-setting action rather than proof that all affection has disappeared.
Jeannette continues to recognize qualities she values in both parents even after refusing the
dependence that made her vulnerable. Social exchange theory illuminates this shift, but it has limits.
Neglect cannot be reduced to a neutral “cost,” and children do not freely negotiate the conditions into
which they are born. Trauma, legal responsibility, development, and moral obligation matter.
Symbolic interactionism also has limits because calling poverty an adventure does not eliminate
hunger. Both theories are most useful when they reveal patterns without minimizing the material
reality of harm (Cropanzano et al., 2017).

Conclusion
The Glass Castle portrays a family sustained by love, imagination, obligation, and deeply unequal
exchanges. Rex and Rose Mary give their children stories, intellectual curiosity, creativity, and
moments of real affection, yet they also impose hunger, instability, neglect, and adult responsibilities
on children who initially have little power or choice. The promise of the Glass Castle preserves hope
until repeated failure changes Jeannette’s expectations and reduces the credibility of future rewards.
Sibling reciprocity creates a more dependable exchange system, while employment and education
increase the children’s alternatives and weaken parental control. Symbolic interactionism explains
how family language turns poverty into adventure, how outside stigma reshapes identity, and how
memoir writing enables Jeannette to reinterpret the past on her own terms. Neither theory excuses
neglect or treats family affection as a mathematical transaction. Together, however, they clarify why
leaving is emotionally complex, why loyalty can survive serious disappointment, and why adulthood
allows Jeannette to preserve selective connection without returning to the dependence that defined
her childhood.
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