
what is the pearl by john steinbeck about

The Pearl by John Steinbeck is a novella that delves into the themes of greed, ambition, and the inherent
struggles of human existence. Published in 1947, this poignant story explores the life of Kino, a poor pearl
diver, who discovers a magnificent pearl that he believes will change his life forever. However, the pearl becomes
a symbol of his aspirations and the dark forces that accompany them, leading to tragic consequences. Through
rich symbolism, vivid characters, and a compelling narrative, Steinbeck crafts a tale that reflects the
complexities of human nature and the societal structures that influence it.

Summary of the Plot

The story is set in a coastal village in Mexico, where Kino, a humble fisherman, lives with his wife Juana and
their infant son Coyotito. The family's life is marked by poverty and simplicity, but they find joy in their close-
knit community and their love for one another. Their lives take a dramatic turn when Coyotito is stung by a
scorpion, prompting Kino to seek medical attention. Unfortunately, the local doctor, motivated by greed and
prejudice, refuses to treat Coyotito due to their socioeconomic status.

In desperation, Kino dives into the ocean and discovers an enormous pearl, which he believes will provide wealth
and security for his family. Initially, the pearl symbolizes hope and opportunity. Kino dreams of a better life,
envisioning education for Coyotito, a marriage in the church for Juana, and new clothes for himself and his
family. However, as news of the pearl spreads, it attracts the envy and greed of the townsfolk, leading to a
series of misfortunes.

Kino’s aspirations soon clash with the harsh realities of the world around him. Various characters attempt
to manipulate him, including the doctor, who now sees the pearl as a means to profit from Kino's misfortune,
and the pearl buyers, who conspire to cheat him. Juana, on the other hand, recognizes the pearl’s potential for
destruction. She implores Kino to rid themselves of it, fearing the greed it incites in others and the dangers it
brings to their family.

As Kino becomes increasingly obsessed with the pearl, he faces escalating violence and betrayal. His home is
attacked, and he is forced to confront the darker aspects of human nature. In a tragic climax, Kino's attempts
to assert control over his destiny culminate in the death of Coyotito, leading to profound loss and despair.
Ultimately, Kino and Juana return to their village, burdened by grief and realization, casting the pearl back into
the ocean, symbolizing the relinquishment of their dreams and the futility of their aspirations.

Thematic Exploration

The Pearl addresses several key themes that resonate throughout the narrative:

Greed and Ambition

One of the central themes of the novella is the destructive nature of greed. Initially, the pearl represents hope
and a way out of poverty; however, as Kino's ambition grows, so does his desire for wealth and status. The
story illustrates how the pursuit of material wealth can corrupt individuals and relationships. The pearl
becomes a catalyst for jealousy, betrayal, and violence, ultimately leading to Kino's downfall.

Colonialism and Oppression

Steinbeck highlights the effects of colonialism and the social hierarchies that oppress indigenous communities.



Kino and Juana represent the marginalized and disenfranchised, struggling against a system that seeks to exploit
them. The doctor and the pearl buyers embody the colonial attitudes of entitlement and exploitation,
showcasing how systemic inequalities perpetuate cycles of poverty and despair.

Family and Sacrifice

At its core, The Pearl is a story about family and the sacrifices one makes for loved ones. Kino and Juana's
relationship is tested as they navigate the challenges brought on by the pearl. Ultimately, Kino's desire to
provide for his family leads to catastrophic consequences, emphasizing the idea that true wealth lies not in
material possessions but in love and connection.

The Duality of Human Nature

Steinbeck explores the duality of human nature through the characters' actions and motivations. While Kino
initially embodies hope and determination, he becomes increasingly consumed by his darker impulses as he faces
external pressures. The novella prompts readers to consider the complexities of morality and the choices
individuals make when confronted with temptation and adversity.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Pearl are richly developed, each serving as a representation of the larger themes within
the story.

Kino

Kino is the protagonist whose journey from simplicity to ambition drives the narrative. Initially depicted as a
loving father and husband, his character undergoes a transformation as he becomes increasingly obsessed with
the pearl. Kino's internal struggle reflects the tension between his dreams and the harsh realities of his world.
His ultimate loss leads to a profound realization about the true nature of wealth and happiness.

Juana

Juana serves as Kino's moral compass throughout the novella. Her intuition and understanding of the dangers
posed by the pearl contrast sharply with Kino's ambition. Juana embodies strength and resilience, often
prioritizing her family's well-being over material desires. Her character highlights the theme of sacrifice and the
importance of family unity in the face of adversity.

Coyotito

Coyotito represents innocence and vulnerability. His injury serves as the catalyst for the events that unfold,
and his tragic fate underscores the consequences of Kino's ambition. Through Coyotito, Steinbeck emphasizes
the impact of societal structures on the most vulnerable members of a community.



The Doctor

The doctor symbolizes the oppressive forces that exploit the weak. His initial refusal to help Coyotito due to
Kino's poverty illustrates the deep-seated prejudices that exist within society. The doctor’s character
reinforces the theme of greed and the moral decay that accompanies the pursuit of wealth.

Symbolism in The Pearl

Steinbeck employs rich symbolism throughout the novella, with the pearl being the most significant.

- The Pearl: Initially a symbol of hope and opportunity, it transforms into a representation of greed, ambition,
and the darkness that lies within human nature.
- The Scorpion: The scorpion that stings Coyotito serves as a foreshadowing of the dangers that lurk in their
lives, representing the external threats to their happiness and security.
- The Ocean: The ocean is a symbol of both life and danger. It is the source of Kino's livelihood but also the
setting for his greatest loss.
- The Canoe: Kino’s canoe represents tradition and heritage. It is a source of sustenance and connection to his
ancestors, contrasting with the destructive influence of the pearl.

Conclusion

In conclusion, John Steinbeck's The Pearl is a powerful exploration of the human condition, examining themes of
greed, ambition, and the complexities of family dynamics. Through the journey of Kino and Juana, Steinbeck
reveals the destructive nature of desire and the societal forces that shape individual destinies. The novella
serves as a timeless cautionary tale, reminding readers of the inherent dangers of materialism and the importance
of valuing love and connection above all else. As Kino and Juana cast the pearl back into the ocean, they
embody the realization that true wealth lies not in possessions but in the bonds that tie us to one another.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Pearl' by John Steinbeck?

The central theme of 'The Pearl' is the corrupting influence of wealth and the dangers of greed, as it explores
how a single valuable pearl can lead to destruction and moral decay.

Who are the main characters in 'The Pearl'?

The main characters in 'The Pearl' include Kino, a poor pearl diver; Juana, his devoted wife; and their infant son,
Coyotito. The pearl itself also serves as a significant character symbolizing hope and despair.

What event triggers the story in 'The Pearl'?

The story is triggered when Kino discovers an enormous and valuable pearl while searching for a cure for his
son’s scorpion sting, which sets off a chain of events that leads to tragedy.

How does Steinbeck portray the concept of colonialism in 'The Pearl'?

Steinbeck portrays colonialism in 'The Pearl' through the oppressive social structure that marginalizes
indigenous people like Kino, showcasing their struggle against the exploitation by wealthier, colonial powers.



What role does nature play in 'The Pearl'?

Nature plays a significant role in 'The Pearl', symbolizing both beauty and danger. The ocean represents life and
sustenance, while the scorpion that stings Coyotito symbolizes the harsh realities of their existence.

What happens to Kino and his family by the end of 'The Pearl'?

By the end of 'The Pearl', Kino and Juana face devastating losses, including the death of their son, Coyotito,
leading them to realize that the pearl, rather than bringing prosperity, has brought only suffering.

What does the pearl symbolize in the story?

In 'The Pearl', the pearl symbolizes both hope and destruction. Initially representing dreams of a better future,
it ultimately reflects the destructive power of greed and ambition.

What message does Steinbeck convey about ambition in 'The Pearl'?

Steinbeck conveys that unchecked ambition can lead to one's downfall. Kino's desire to improve his family's
status leads him to make choices that result in tragedy, illustrating the dark side of aspiration.
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