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INTRODUCTION TO
THE WINTER OF
OUR DISCONTENT

John  Steinbeck’s  final
novel,  The Winter of
Our  Discontent ,
published  in  1961,
remains  one  of  the
most  penet rat ing
explorations  of  moral
decay  in  mid‑century
America.  For  readers
s e e k i n g  a  c l e a r ,
insightful  Winter  Of
Our  D i scontent
Sparknotes  guide,
this  article  offers  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e

breakdown of the plot,
characters,  themes,
and  symbo ls  tha t
define  the  work.  The
story  follows  Ethan
A l l e n  H a w l e y ,  a
once‑prominent  Long
Island family man now
working  as  a  grocery
clerk,  as  he  wrestles
with  the  loss  of  his
family’s fortune and his
own  integrity.  In  this
study  guide,  we  will
unpack  the  novel’s
layers, from its critique
of the American Dream
t o  i t s  h a u n t i n g
symbolism,  giving you
everything you need to
understand Steinbeck’s
final masterpiece.
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U n l i k e  a  t y p i c a l
summary, this analysis
is  written  for  human
readers  who  want  to
grasp both the surface
narrat ive  and  the
deeper meanings. We’ll
move through the key
events,  examine  the
c h a r a c t e r s ’
mot i va t i ons ,  and
connect  the  novel’s
themes  to  modern
struggles with morality
and ambition.

PLOT OVERVIEW
OF THE WINTER OF
OUR DISCONTENT

Set  in  the  fictional
town of  New Baytown
on the East Coast, the
novel opens with Ethan
Hawley  reflecting  on
his  family’s  illustrious
past.  His  ancestors
were whaling captains,
m e r c h a n t s ,  a n d
respected citizens, but
Ethan now works as a
clerk in a grocery store
owned  by  an  Italian

immigrant,  Signor
Marullo.  Despite  his
modest position, Ethan
i s  k n o w n  f o r  h i s
honesty  and  gentle
nature,  qualities  that
his wife Mary and their
children quietly resent.
They long for the social
status  and wealth  the
family once had.

Part One:
The
Seeds of
Disconten
t
Ethan’s internal conflict
b e g i n s  w h e n  h e
overhears  his  son,
Allen, mocking him for
being a “clerk” and his
d a u g h t e r ,  E l l e n ,
expressing  shame  in
their  poverty.  Mary,
too,  pressures  him  to
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reclaim  the  family’s
f o r m e r  g l o r y .
Meanwhile,  Ethan’s
longtime friend Danny
Taylor,  a  once‑brilliant
man  who  has  fallen
into  alcoholism,  asks
Ethan for money. Ethan
knows  that  Danny
owns a valuable piece
of  land,  but  Danny  is
unlikely to sell it sober.
This sets the stage for
Ethan’s  first  moral
compromise:  he  gives
D a n n y  m o n e y  f o r
alcohol, knowing it will
h a s t e n  D a n n y ’ s
destruction  and  make
the land available.

Part Two:
The
Descent
into

Betrayal
Ethan’s  transformation
a c c e l e r a t e s .  H e
publicly  humiliates
Marul lo ,  the  store
owner,  and  later  stirs
up  a  patriotic  fervor
that  leads  to  Marullo
being  investigated  for
possible  un‑American
activities.  Marullo,
grateful  for  Ethan’s
“loyalty,” sells him the
store at a bargain price
before  leaving  the
country.  Ethan  also
manipulates  the  town
bank  president,  Mr.
Baker,  by using inside
information  about  the
land deal  with  Danny.
He  orchestrates  a
s e r i e s  o f  s m a l l
b e t r a y a l s ,  e a c h
justified  in  his  mind  as
necessary  fo r  h i s
family’s  survival.
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Part
Three:
The
Hollow

Victory
By  the  novel’s  end,
Ethan  achieves  the
material  success  he
desired.  He  owns  the
store,  gains  social
standing,  and  secures
a  f u t u r e  f o r  h i s
children. But his victory
rings  hollow.  Danny
T a y l o r  d i e s  f r o m
alcoholism,  Marullo  is
deported,  and  Ethan’s
o w n  s o n  A l l e n  i s
a r r e s t e d  f o r
par t ic ipat ing  in  a
flag‑pole‑sitting
contest—a  cynical
stunt  that  mirrors
Ethan’s  own  moral
compromises.  Ethan’s

final crisis occurs when
he prepares to commit
suicide by drowning, a
symbolic return to the
sea  h is  ancestors
conquered.  Yet  at  the
last  moment,  he  uses
his  grandmother’s
talisman—a symbol  of
family pride—to weigh
h imse l f  down .  He
contemplates  ending
his  life,  but  the novel
ends  ambiguously:  he
walks  back  into  the
water, leaving his fate
uncertain.
This plot summary is a
c o r e  p a r t  o f  a n y
W i n t e r  O f  O u r
D i s c o n t e n t
Sparknotes  resource,
but the real depth lies
in  understanding  the
characters and themes
t h a t  d r i v e  e a c h
decision.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS IN THE
WINTER OF OUR
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DISCONTENT

Ethan
Allen
Hawley
Ethan  is  the  novel’s
protagonist  and  the
vessel  for  Steinbeck’s
c r i t i q u e  o f  t h e
American  Dream.  His
name echoes both the
revolutionary  Ethan
A l l e n  a n d  t h e
once‑proud  Hawley
f a m i l y .  E t h a n  i s
intelligent,  thoughtful,
and  fundamentally
good  at  the  story’s
start.  However,  his
goodness is  tested by
f a m i l y  p r e s s u r e ,
economic  desperation,
and  a  society  that
rewards  ruthlessness.
His internal monologue
r e v e a l s  a  m a n
constantly rationalizing
his  unethical  choices.

Steinbeck  does  not
present  Ethan  as  a
villain  but  as  a  tragic
figure  who  betrays  his
own values to conform
to a corrupt system. In
a  Winte r  O f  Our
D i s c o n t e n t
Sparknotes  analysis,
Ethan  represents  the
universal  conflict
between  principle  and
pragmatism.

Mary
Hawley
Mary, Ethan’s wife, is a
c o m p l e x
character—loving  yet
suffocating.  She  loves
h e r  h u s b a n d  b u t
cannot  accept  their
p o v e r t y .  S h e
encourages  Ethan’s
transformation, but her
motivations  are  not
purely  material;  she
wants  her  children  to
be  proud  and  happy.
Mary’s  influence
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highlights the theme of
domestic pressure as a
catalyst  for  moral
failure. She is not evil,
but  her  values  are
shaped  by  a  society
that  equates  worth
with  wealth.

Danny
Taylor
D a n n y ,  E t h a n ’ s
childhood  friend,  is  a
mirror  of  what  Ethan
might  become  if  he
had given up entirely.
Danny  is  a  bril l iant
m a n  u n d o n e  b y
alcohol ism,  which
E t h a n  c y n i c a l l y
enables. Danny’s death
is  the  most  d i rect
c o n s e q u e n c e  o f
Ethan’s  betrayal.  He
serves as a symbol of
wasted  potential  and
the  tragedy  of  the
American  Dream’s
cruelty.

Signor
Marullo
Marullo  is  an  Italian
immigrant who built his
business  through hard
work.  He  trusts  Ethan
completely,  which
makes Ethan’s betrayal
even  more  striking.
Marullo’s deportation is
an  ironic  twist:  the
immigrant  who  lived
the American Dream is
d e s t r o y e d  b y  a
native‑born  man  who
wants  to  reclaim  his
family’s  lost  status.
Marullo represents the
immigrant  experience
and  the  ease  wi th
which  those  in  power
c a n  s c a p e g o a t
outsiders.

Allen and
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Ellen
Hawley
Ethan’s  children,  Allen
and Ellen, embody the
next  generat ion’s
materialism.  Allen  is
obsessed  with  fame
and  success,  and  his
a r r e s t  f o r  a
flag‑pole‑sitting
scandal  shows  how
superficial  his
ambitions  are.  Ellen,
meanwhile,  is  more
perceptive  and  seems
to  intuit  her  father’s
m o r a l  c o l l a p s e .
T o g e t h e r ,  t h e y
illustrate  the  cycle  of
discontent  that  Ethan
hopes  to  break  but
only  perpetuates.

MAJOR THEMES IN
THE WINTER OF
OUR DISCONTENT

Moral
Decay
and the
American
Dream
Steinbeck’s  central
theme  i s  the  s low
e r o s i o n  o f  m o r a l
integrity  when  the
pursu i t  o f  wea l th
becomes  an  end  in
itself.  Ethan’s  ethical
decline  is  measured
step  by  step:  he  first
lies to himself, then to
others,  then  directly
causes  harm.  The
n o v e l  q u e s t i o n s
whether  the  American
D r e a m — w i t h  i t s
emphasis  on  material
success—inevitably
leads  to  corruption.  A
thorough  Winter  Of
Our  D i scontent
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Sparknotes  will  note
that  Steinbeck  does
not condemn ambition,
b u t  r a t h e r  t h e
dishonesty  that  often
accompanies it.

Betrayal
and
Friendshi
p
Ethan  betrays  nearly
everyone close to him:
Danny,  Marullo,  and
even his own family by
sacrificing his integrity.
The  novel  examines
how betrayal  can  feel
justifiable  when
d r e s s e d  i n  t h e
language of “providing
for  one’s  fami ly .”
Danny ’ s  t rus t i ng
nature  is  exploited,
and Marullo’s loyalty is
repaid  with  cruelty.
Steinbeck  suggests

that  true  friendship
cannot  survive  in  a
society  that  prizes
t r a n s a c t i o n a l
relationships.

The
Weight of
the Past
Ethan is haunted by his
ancestors’  legacy.  The
Hawley  name  once
meant something, and
Ethan  feels  it  must
mean something again.
This  pressure  leads
him  to  make  choices
that dishonor that very
legacy.  The  past  is
both  a  burden  and  a
guide,  and Ethan fails
t o  l ea rn  f r om  the
m i s t a k e s  o f  h i s
forefathers,  who  also
faced  moral  dilemmas
in whaling and trade.
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Identity
and
Authentic

ity
Throughout  the  novel,
Ethan  struggles  to
maintain  a  coherent
s e n s e  o f  s e l f .  H e
adopts  different
masks—the  l oya l
employee,  the  loving
father,  the  cunning
b u s i n e s s m a n — a n d
loses  touch  with  who
he really is. His suicidal
ideation  at  the  end
represents a desire to
erase  a  se l f  he  no
longer recognizes. This
theme  resonates  with
modern readers facing
pressures  to  conform
t o  s o c i a l  o r
professional  roles.

SYMBOLS IN THE
WINTER OF OUR
DISCONTENT

S t e i n b e c k  u s e s
powerful  symbols  to
reinforce  his  themes.
Below is  a  list  of  key
symbols  and  their
meanings.

The Talisman:
The small
whale‑bone
carving that
Ethan carries,
passed down
from his
grandmother,
symbolizes the
family’s honor
and past glory.
When Ethan
considers using it
to weigh himself
down for suicide,
it represents the
crushing weight
of that legacy.
Light and
Darkness: The
novel’s title itself
references
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Shakespeare’s
Richard III (“Now
is the winter of
our discontent”),
and the motif of
light versus dark
appears
repeatedly.
Ethan often
pictures himself
in the dark while
others live in the
light, symbolizing
his moral
blindness.
The Sea: The
ocean is both a
source of the
Hawley family’s
fortune and a
symbol of
oblivion. Ethan’s
final walk into
the sea suggests
a return to the
unknown, a
desire to wash
away his sins or
an escape from
his hollow
victory.
The Store:

Marullo’s grocery
store represents
honest work and
community trust.
After Ethan takes
over, the store
becomes a
symbol of his
dishonest gain
and the
corruption
underlying his
success.
Danny’s Land:
The undeveloped
plot of land
owned by Danny
is a symbol of
potential and
wasted
opportunity.
Ethan’s scheme
to acquire it
mirrors the
American
tendency to
exploit others’
weaknesses for
personal gain.

KEY QUOTES AND
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THEIR
SIGNIFICANCE

H e r e  a r e  s o m e
essential  passages
from  the  novel  that
every Winter Of Our
D i s c o n t e n t
Sparknotes  should
highlight.

“I guess the1.
trouble is that I
am a man who
has lost his
way.” — Ethan’s
self‑assessment
early in the novel
reveals his
awareness of his
moral drift. It
sets up the
central conflict.
“You can’t2.
make a man
good by law.”
— This line
underscores
Steinbeck’s
critique of
external
morality. Ethan’s
decline is not

due to a broken
legal system but
to his own
choices.
“When a man3.
says he does
not want to be
President, you
may be sure he
is lying.” —
Ethan’s cynical
observation
reflects the
novel’s theme of
hidden ambition
and
self‑deception.
“The winter of4.
our discontent
…” — The
phrase from
Shakespeare is
often
misinterpreted.
In the play,
Richard III says it
to describe a
time of peace
after civil war,
but Steinbeck
inverts it to
mean a period of
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moral coldness
and
dissatisfaction.

CONCLUSION: THE
ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF
STEINBECK’S
FINAL NOVEL

The  Winter  of  Our
Discontent  may  be
set in the early 1960s,
but its themes of moral
compromise,  family
pressure,  and  the
ho l l ow  pu rsu i t  o f
wealth  are  timeless.
Through  the  story  of
E t h a n  H a w l e y ,
Steinbeck  warns  that

when  we  sacrifice
integrity  for  success,
we risk losing the very
identity  we  sought  to
protect.  This  Winter
Of  Our  Discontent
Sparknotes guide has
aimed to illuminate the
novel’s  complexity
while  offering  a  clear
pathway  through  its
narrative and thematic
elements. Whether you
are a student writing a
paper,  a  book  club
member,  or  a  curious
reader,  understanding
these layers will enrich
your  experience  of
Steinbeck’


