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THEMES

What is a theme? A curious question. When we sit in a church or a mosque or a synagogue and listen to a speaker, we can identify what s/he intends to say by giving it one word; piety, tithing, devotion, atonement etc. That one word can be said to stand for the theme of the speaker’s talk. In literature, we identify themes by regarding the ideas which the author consistently returns to in the narrative. This is however not as easy as it sounds because the author will simply be telling a story. It is our job to label aspects of that story using words that name certain significant ideas in life. For example, when Steinbeck takes us to the pearl dealer’s shop and we see the plan of the agents to pretend serious competition, one word will stick to mind; deception. This is because all what is going on is meant to deceive Kino that he is getting a fair price for his pearl. Taking this word as the subject, we can write down the various ways in which deception is created and call this a theme.

In literature, however, and in this novella in particular, it will require us to pick ideas which are discussed at length. If deception is discussed in a different way elsewhere in the novel – for example through the doctor and the priest – we may be required to look for a wider term or use two or three words. This finally gives us the treatment of the theme of deception in the novella. 

A simple way to go about discussing themes in literature is to write a list of all the subjects which you think the author has treated (this after a thorough reading of the novel) then under each subject, write statements that capture what has been said about that subject trying to be as exhaustive as possible. In doing so, try to give the author’s opinion as much as possible. The result will be a discussion of the themes treated in the novella. You will find that the more there is to write on a certain subject, the more important that theme is in the novella. To cover a theme well, you might try to first list the characters who are used to demonstrate or discuss that theme, then against each of them, write what you think the author attempts to say about that theme through that character. This will give you an exhaustive discussion. 

Themes are controversial ideas about life on which people never seem to agree; love, hate, leadership, bringing up children, death, marriage, divorce, religion etc. Indeed, the reason why writers discuss themes is because they want to give us their own opinions about those subjects. The totality of these opinions in a work of literature is what is called a theme. In The Pearl, for instance, an overriding theme is Greed. The author examines how wanting something too much can lead somebody to self-destruct. To do so, the author gives you several characters (of course with an overriding one) and shows you whether they are greedy or not, how they start at the beginning of the novella and how they end up as a result of how they live. This tells us what the author thinks of Greed and how it affects people; this becomes the author’s theme. 

Let us examine some of the prime themes in The Pearl.

Ambition, Greed and Materialism

Ambition has always been a philosophical/thoughtful question and it is well treated in The Pearl. Steinbeck chooses to discuss not whether ambition is noble for everyone but how it treats the kind of people he adores. For this reason, he chooses to make a deliberate point about ambition with regard to Kino and not anyone else. At the end of the novella, we can tell how ambition has changed Kino but it is hardly possible to point out how it has changed anyone else. This means that Steinbeck is interested in the effect of ambition on characters such as Kino who he considers – and treats – as dignified. Firstly, Steinbeck considers ambition negative; it may invariably lead to greed and coveting of material possessions and destroy personal nobility. 

When we meet him, Kino is a gracious, admirable character. He is living a fine, simple life and he appears totally contented with it. He is conscientious and sensitive to the needs of his family. This is demonstrated by his agreement with Juana so much so that both do not see the need for speech. We are told, ‘They had spoken once but there is no need for speech if it is only a habit anyway’. He is a diligent man who focuses his effort on his family and his life is as much a routine as anyone else’s. Two things happen to change these circumstances. First, his son gets stung by a scorpion - a natural enough occurrence though ill-fated. This incident leads to his feelings of inadequacy for though his wife effectively sucks out the poison and applies a traditional poultice and the baby seems to be doing well, there is no denying the fact that he is troubled about the condition of his son and he is guilty because of his economic impotence. He’d want to stem this troubled conscience by giving him better medical care as seen in his attempt to see the doctor, but he is incapable because he has no money to pay him. Secondly, Kino finds the pearl of the world which is what all fishermen hope to find one day. With this, the scene is set because now Kino can afford to give his son the longed for medical care – additionally, he can reclaim his manhood so recently lost through the doctor’s reminding him of what his economic circumstances deny him. He can also climb up the social ladder by surrounding himself with objects that symbolize this; a church marriage, his son’s education, a harpoon and a rifle. However, matters do not end here. 

Deep inside him, Kino’s sense of inadequacy is aroused and with it, the sense of helplessness which he and his people have felt through history as a result of the lure of western life and the base treatment by colonialists and those with money. Kino therefore feels the need to repudiate this helplessness by attempting to reach for the kind of life he has been denied; the life of a rich man. It is notable that the symbols of such living include things that are not central to life at all. They are symbols of luxury and, in essence, things that would not make Kino any more comfortable than he is though they’d uplift his social status. This kind of life is born of the worship of material objects which symbolize comfort and the climb of the social ladder. Kino begins to slowly yearn for such symbols in spite of the warning from his wife, his brother and the whispers from his neighbors. He begins with those things which have made him feel inadequate; first, the baby is treated because he can now afford a doctor. He then assures the priest that he will get married in church and his son will get baptized. Thinking of his distrust for the doctor, his ignorance of the city and the way he and his people have been ripped off by the pearl buyers because of ignorance
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