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I’m going to call The Winter of Our Discontent a tight novel. By this I mean that the novel focuses on one theme and almost never deviates from treating that one theme. By this definition, The Winter of Our Discontent is perhaps the tightest novel I have ever encountered.
I didn’t notice this at first. I read the book, made a few notes, and then decided to read it again. That was when I noticed just how tight the novel is and how it treats one subject and treats it deeply, hardly ever wandering from that one point. That point is signaled to us in the epigram at the beginning of the book; the theme itself is not told to us, but we are told to watch out for it. Steinbeck writes in the epigram:
“Readers seeking to identify the fictional people and places here described would do better to inspect their own communities and search their own hearts, for this book is about a large part of America today.”
Of course, the phenomenon that Steinbeck is alluding to is ethical and moral failure, and how such moral failures are affecting everyone in contemporary society, from bankers and city councilmen down to lowly shopkeepers. Many of the critics compare this novel to The Grapes of Wrath, noting that Steinbeck is returning to his glory days in the craft of novel writing that led to his Nobel Prize in Literature. While I agree that the novel is quite good, as we expect from Stenbeck, I do not see that it is comparable to The Grapes of Wrath in any significant way. That novel is epic—expansive—it treats many different subjects at different levels. It is not simply about the Depression; it is about humanity. The same thing applies to East of Eden. But The Winter of Our Discontent is as tight as a fairytale or parable, focusing on a single moral message.
Every major character is described in terms of some kind of ethical or moral failure. One exception perhaps is Morph, the bank clerk, although he has his own formula for how to rob a bank successfully and he can’t resist a bit of gossip about the bank and some of its customers. Margie is described early on as a predator, right after Ethan notices some bulldozers and cranes and how they look like predators, a clear foreshadowing early in the book. But then there’s Marullo telling Ethan that only by sharp practices can the grocery business be profitable. And there’s Baker, the banker who tells Ethan that not only does he need to be busy about investing, but sharp practices will also be needed to take advantage of the opportunities that present themselves. Baker himself is deep into a shady business arrangement when the city council is caught in a corruption scandal and Baker is ready to purchase all the property needed for a new airport once the city council is out-of-the-way. Then there is Ethan’s son, who doesn’t want to break the law by appearing on a fixed TV game show, but who does plagiarize his winning essay on America only to be caught and shamed by it.
Ethan’s wife is not involved in sharp business practices; her failure is making a sort of bargain with the devil by getting Margie use her skill with tarot cards to show her the future and the coming change in Ethan’s fortune.
Danny Taylor is also not involved in an ethical failure, only in the moral failure of becoming a sot. But I hypothesize that the ethical degradation of our times is behind his drunkenness. The cause of his drunkenness is not stated explicitly; we are told only that he had three successful years at the Naval Academy and then collapsed into drunkenness. But could it be that Danny sees the way the world around him is becoming and decides to check out? I think this comes out with Danny’s cagey approach to dealing with Ethan over the Taylor property. When Ethan comes to him offering to help him overcome his alcohol dependence, Danny already knows something is afoot and that his family property is in demand because Baker already tried to swindle him out of it with a bottle of Old Forester. When Ethan comes around, Danny contends with him and doesn’t want to accept Ethan’s offer of money to help with his treatment. But when Ethan brings the money, Danny sends him signed documents conveying the property to Ethan, assuming that this is what Ethan was really after. Throughout these dealings with Ethan, Danny acts cagily and even scornfully, assuming that even his old childhood pal is corrupt—just like everyone else.
All these ethical and moral failures surround the main one—Ethan’s own moral collapse. At first, there is a small hope that Ethan will not give in: he does not give in to the drummer who offers a kickback to Ethan if Ethan will swing some business his way. But after this it becomes apparent that Ethan’s resistance to the current of the times is slipping. His internal dialogs are all about remembering that everybody does it, that without sharp practices you can’t make a profit, and that after engaging in sharp practices people just return to being friendly and honest and everyone else forgives them and doesn’t hold it against them; it was just a little thing you had to do to establish your security before settling into an otherwise honest life.
But after his one ethical success, which of course wins him the store eventually, Ethan’s plans are complex. He’s got a triple part strategy. First, he slips gradually into acquiring Danny’s land and holding Baker and company financially hostage for accessing it for the airport plan. Second, he’s going to figure out a way to get rid of Marullo so he can have the store. And third, he is seriously considering robbing the bank using Morph’s set of principles. He is quite thankful that his bank robbery plan is foiled—it saves him from committing an actual felony. But he does get Danny’s land, and he feels bad about it; the exchange haunts him for the rest of the book and almost leads to his suicide. And he reports Marullo to Immigration as someone who entered the country illegally, resulting in Marullo giving Ethan the store and fleeing the country. All this comes to a head later when Margie, who knows all, attempts to blackmail Ethan on account of how Ethan treated both Danny and Marullo. Of course, Ethan was successful on both projects and he has, so to speak, won the day in the way Steinbeck is accusing all of America of doing: you use sharp practices to get what you want and once you’ve got it then you resume ethical behavior and everybody’s okay with that. That’s the challenge Steinbeck gives to us, and every reader must judge himself regarding his own participation in the moral collapse of our time.
I will close by noting that Ethan’s relationships with his wife and daughter are perhaps the only places in the novel that are not pressing exactly toward the theme of ethical compromise. His relationship with his daughter is precious. And although Mary’s ambitions and pride are part of what motivates Ethan to dirty dealings, Ethan and Mary have a lovely relationship. They are skilled at finding ways to love one another and stay out of fights. My favorite passage in the novel is that wonderful scene when a quarrel is brewing and Mary says, “Did you see that?” “See what?” “There it goes!” “What was it?” “I thought I saw an argument, but it got away.”
