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Overview
The Pearl is a short novel by John Steinbeck that tells the story of Kino, a poor Mexican-Indian
pearl diver, his wife Juana, and their infant son Coyotito. Set in a small coastal village, the story
begins when Coyotito is stung by a scorpion and the local doctor refuses to treat him because
the family cannot pay. Kino then finds a magnificent pearl, which he calls the Pearl of the World,
believing it will pay for his son's medical care, a proper education, and a better life. However, the
pearl brings not fortune but tragedy, as it awakens greed, envy, and violence in the people
around him, including the doctor, the priest, and the pearl buyers, who all try to exploit Kino's
discovery.

The novel traces Kino's transformation from a contented, peaceful man into a desperate and
violent one, as he fights to protect the pearl and his family. His attempts to sell the pearl are
thwarted by the buyers' collusion, and he is attacked in the night, his house is burned, and he is
forced to flee with his family into the mountains. Throughout, the pearl becomes a symbol of
both hope and destruction, and the story builds to a tragic climax in which Kino kills a man to
defend the pearl, and Coyotito is shot and killed by a tracker. In the end, Kino and Juana return to
their village, and Kino throws the pearl back into the sea, having learned that it brought only evil.

The Pearl is a parable about the corrupting power of wealth and the destructive nature of human
greed. Steinbeck based the story on a Mexican folk tale and wrote it to explore themes of social
injustice, colonialism, and the loss of innocence. The book matters because it is a timeless
cautionary tale that questions the true value of material wealth and the cost of ambition, and it
remains one of Steinbeck's most widely read and taught works, offering a stark look at the
human condition.

Key Takeaways
• Wealth can corrupt even the most innocent and well-intentioned people, turning hope into
obsession and peace into violence.

• The pursuit of a better life can blind you to the dangers and enemies that your success
creates around you.

• In a society with deep inequality, the poor are often exploited by those in power, who
collude to keep them down.

• True happiness and contentment may lie in the simple things you already have, not in the
riches you seek.
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• When you refuse to let go of a destructive dream, you risk losing everything you truly value,
including your family and your own humanity.

• The pearl is a symbol of both hope and evil; it shows that the same object can be a blessing
or a curse depending on how it is used.

• Kino's tragedy is a reminder that fighting against an unjust system can lead to isolation and
loss, even when you are in the right.

• The story ends with Kino throwing the pearl back into the sea, signifying that some things
are better left untouched.

Chapter Summaries
Chapter 1

Kino wakes at dawn in his brush house, watching his wife Juana and their baby Coyotito. They live
a simple, peaceful life in a village near the Gulf of Mexico. When a scorpion stings Coyotito, Juana
and Kino rush to the doctor, but the doctor, who is of European descent, refuses to treat them
because they are poor and of native heritage. Kino's anger and frustration grow as he realizes
the social divide. That morning, Kino and Juana go out in their canoe to dive for pearls, hoping to
find one valuable enough to pay for the doctor's care.

Chapter 2

Kino dives into the sea and finds an enormous pearl, which he calls the Pearl of the World. He is
overjoyed, believing it will bring him wealth and the means to have Coyotito cured. Juana prays
and makes a poultice of seaweed for the baby, but the doctor's refusal still hangs over them.
Kino's neighbors hear of his discovery and begin to gossip about what he will do with the money.
The pearl becomes a symbol of hope and a source of envy, as the entire village becomes aware
of Kino's sudden fortune.

Chapter 3

The news of Kino's pearl spreads, and the village is filled with speculation and greed. The priest
visits Kino, reminding him of the church and the need to give thanks. The doctor also comes,
offering to treat Coyotito now that Kino is rich, and he gives the baby a medicine that makes him
ill, claiming it is necessary. Kino begins to dream of buying a rifle, marrying Juana in a church,
and sending Coyotito to school. But the pearl also brings danger: that night, Kino is attacked by
unknown assailants who try to steal the pearl, and he fights them off, but the violence marks the
beginning of his troubles.

Chapter 4

Kino decides to sell the pearl in the town, but the pearl buyers, who work together, offer him a
low price, claiming it is too large and worthless. Kino refuses to sell and decides to travel to the
capital to get a fair price. Juana, sensing the evil the pearl has brought, urges him to throw it
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away, but Kino is determined. That night, Kino is attacked again, and Juana, fearing for their lives,
takes the pearl and tries to throw it into the sea. Kino catches her, beats her, and retrieves the
pearl, but his violence marks a turning point in his character.

Chapter 5

After the attack, Kino and Juana return to their house to find it burned down. They are forced to
flee the village, taking the pearl with them. Kino kills a man who attacks him in the darkness, and
they escape into the mountains. They are pursued by trackers, and Kino realizes they cannot go
back. The pearl has become a curse, and Juana is now fully aware of the danger it brings. They
hide in a cave, hoping to evade their pursuers, but the trackers are closing in.

Chapter 6

Kino and Juana hide in a cave with Coyotito, while the trackers camp below. Kino decides to
attack the trackers to protect his family. He sneaks down and kills the trackers, but in the chaos, a
shot from the tracker's rifle kills Coyotito. Kino and Juana return to their village, carrying the dead
baby and the pearl. Kino, broken and grieving, throws the pearl back into the sea. The story ends
with the villagers watching them, and the pearl sinks to the bottom, a symbol of the destruction
it caused.

Themes
• Greed and corruption

• Social inequality

• The American Dream

• Nature vs. civilization

• The cost of ambition

• Family and sacrifice

Notable Quotes
• "But the pearl was a thing of great value, and the pearl buyers knew that they would have to
pay a great price for it." — Narrator describing the pearl buyers' collusion to underpay Kino.

• "Kino heard the little splash of the pearl as it fell into the water." — Final line of the novel, as
Kino throws the pearl back into the sea.

• "The pearl was a thing of great value, and the pearl buyers knew that they would have to pay
a great price for it." — Narrator describing the pearl buyers' collusion to underpay Kino.

• "Kino heard the little splash of the pearl as it fell into the water." — Final line of the novel, as
Kino throws the pearl back into the sea.
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Frequently Asked Questions
What is The Pearl about?

The Pearl is a novella about Kino, a poor pearl diver who finds a massive pearl that he believes
will bring his family a better life. Instead, the pearl attracts greed and violence, leading to the
destruction of his home, the death of his son, and his own moral decline. It is a parable about the
corrupting power of wealth.

Is The Pearl worth reading?

Yes. It is a short, powerful allegory that explores timeless themes of greed, injustice, and the
human condition. Steinbeck's prose is vivid and accessible, and the story is emotionally
impactful. It is a classic that offers much to discuss, making it a worthwhile read for both
students and general readers.

How does The Pearl end?

Spoiler: After fleeing into the mountains, Kino kills the trackers, but a stray bullet kills his son
Coyotito. Kino and Juana return to their village carrying the dead baby and the pearl. In a final act
of despair, Kino throws the pearl back into the sea, symbolizing his rejection of the wealth that
brought only tragedy.

Who should read The Pearl?

Readers who enjoy classic literary fiction with moral and social themes, such as Steinbeck's other
works like Of Mice and Men. It is also a common school text, so students and teachers will find it
valuable. Anyone interested in a short, thought-provoking story about the dangers of greed will
appreciate it.

How long does it take to read The Pearl?

The Pearl is about 90 pages long, so at an average reading speed of 250 words per minute, it
takes roughly 1.5 to 2 hours to read. It is a quick read that can easily be finished in one sitting.


