
the moon is down by john steinbeck
The Moon Is Down is a poignant and powerful novella written by John Steinbeck during World War
II. The book explores themes of oppression, resistance, and the human spirit in the face of tyranny.
Set in a small, fictional town in Norway, the narrative revolves around the occupation of this town by
an unnamed enemy army. Steinbeck's insight into human nature and the moral complexities of war
make this work a timeless exploration of the struggle for freedom.

Background and Context

The Historical Context

Steinbeck wrote The Moon Is Down in 1942, a time when the world was engulfed in the horrors of
World War II. The Nazi occupation of various European nations was a significant point of concern,
and the author sought to shed light on the experiences of those who lived under such oppressive
regimes. The novella serves as both a cautionary tale and a source of inspiration, illustrating how
individuals and communities can resist authoritarian rule.

Key historical elements include:

1. Occupation of Norway: Norway was invaded by Nazi Germany in April 1940, leading to a harsh
occupation that lasted until the war's end.
2. Resistance Movements: The Norwegian resistance played a crucial role in combating the
occupiers, using guerrilla tactics and sabotage to undermine the Nazis.
3. Psychological Warfare: Steinbeck delves into the psychological effects of occupation on both the
occupiers and the occupied, highlighting the moral dilemmas faced by individuals.

Steinbeck's Purpose

Steinbeck aimed to create a narrative that would resonate with readers, encouraging them to reflect
on the importance of freedom and the resilience of the human spirit. He wanted to foster a sense of
solidarity among those suffering under oppression, making The Moon Is Down not just a work of
fiction but also a piece of propaganda meant to inspire hope and resistance.

Plot Summary

The story unfolds in a small, unnamed town in Norway where the residents are living peacefully until
they are invaded by enemy soldiers. The soldiers, who represent the oppressive regime, quickly
establish control over the town. The mayor, Orden, along with other townspeople, faces the
challenge of dealing with the occupiers while trying to maintain their dignity and humanity.



Major Characters

1. Mayor Orden: The protagonist represents the moral center of the story. He embodies the struggle
between compliance and resistance, navigating the complexities of leadership during occupation.
2. Colonel Lanser: The antagonist, representing the occupying forces, is tasked with maintaining
order and control over the town. His character illustrates the conflict between duty and ethics.
3. Mrs. Orden: The mayor's wife, who provides a personal and emotional perspective on the impact
of war on families and relationships.
4. The Townspeople: Various residents of the town represent different responses to oppression,
highlighting the spectrum of human behavior in crisis situations.

Key Events

- The Invasion: The story begins with the abrupt invasion of the town by enemy soldiers, which sets
the stage for the ensuing conflict.
- The Arrest of Town Leaders: As the soldiers establish control, they arrest key figures in the
community, including Mayor Orden, to instill fear and maintain order.
- The Resistance: The townspeople begin to organize a covert resistance, demonstrating their
unwillingness to submit to tyranny.
- Colonel Lanser's Struggle: As the story progresses, Lanser grapples with his role as the occupying
leader, revealing the internal conflicts faced by those in power.

Themes and Motifs

Steinbeck's novella is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. The exploration of these
themes adds layers of meaning to the narrative.

Oppression and Resistance

The central theme of The Moon Is Down is the struggle against oppression. Steinbeck illustrates how
the human spirit can resist even in the most dire circumstances. The townspeople’s gradual
transition from fear to defiance showcases the power of collective action against tyranny.

- Fear vs. Courage: The initial fear of the townspeople contrasts with their eventual courage to
resist.
- Solidarity: The community's unity in the face of oppression emphasizes the importance of collective
strength.

The Moral Complexity of War

Steinbeck delves into the moral ambiguities of war, questioning the righteousness of both the
oppressors and the oppressed. Colonel Lanser, though representing the enemy, is portrayed with a



degree of empathy, prompting readers to consider the human side of conflict.

- Duty vs. Humanity: Lanser's struggle between his duty as a soldier and his moral compass raises
questions about the nature of authority.
- The Impact of War on Individuals: The novella explores how war affects personal relationships,
ethics, and individual choices.

The Nature of Power

Steinbeck examines the dynamics of power throughout the story. The occupying forces may have
military might, but their power is ultimately undermined by the resilience of the human spirit.

- Illusion of Control: The soldiers believe they can control the townspeople through fear, but the
townspeople’s resistance demonstrates that true power lies in the willingness to fight for freedom.
- Psychological Warfare: The novella illustrates how oppression extends beyond physical control to
psychological manipulation, affecting the mindset of both the oppressors and the oppressed.

Literary Devices

Steinbeck employs various literary devices to enhance the narrative and convey deeper meanings.

Symbolism

- The Moon: The title itself serves as a symbol of hope and resilience. The moon represents the
enduring spirit of the townspeople, illuminating the darkness of oppression.
- The Cold: The harshness of the Norwegian winter symbolizes the brutality of war and the emotional
chill of occupation.

Dialogue and Characterization

Steinbeck's use of dialogue effectively reveals character motivations and the tension between
opposing sides. The interactions between Mayor Orden and Colonel Lanser are particularly
significant, showcasing the clash of ideologies.

Conclusion

The Moon Is Down is a remarkable work that transcends its historical context to address universal
themes of oppression, resistance, and the moral complexities of war. John Steinbeck's nuanced
portrayal of characters and their struggles invites readers to reflect on the nature of power and the
resilience of the human spirit. As relevant today as it was during World War II, the novella serves as
a powerful reminder of the importance of freedom and the courage it takes to fight against tyranny.



Through its exploration of human nature, The Moon Is Down continues to resonate with audiences,
making it a timeless piece of literature that challenges us to consider our own positions in the face of
oppression.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of 'The Moon is Down'?
The primary theme of 'The Moon is Down' is the human spirit's resilience in the face of oppression
and the moral complexities of war.

How does Steinbeck portray the invaders in 'The Moon is
Down'?
Steinbeck portrays the invaders as both ruthless and vulnerable, highlighting their struggles with
isolation and the moral dilemmas they face, which humanizes them despite their role as oppressors.

What role does the setting play in 'The Moon is Down'?
The setting of a small, occupied town plays a crucial role by providing a microcosm of resistance and
complicity, showcasing how war affects individuals and communities on personal and collective
levels.

How does 'The Moon is Down' reflect the social and political
context of its time?
Written during World War II, 'The Moon is Down' reflects the anxieties of occupation, the fight for
freedom, and the moral questions surrounding collaboration versus resistance, resonating with
contemporary struggles against fascism.

What literary techniques does Steinbeck use in 'The Moon is
Down'?
Steinbeck employs symbolism, allegory, and dialogue to convey themes of power, resistance, and the
complexity of human relationships under duress, making the narrative both engaging and thought-
provoking.

What impact did 'The Moon is Down' have on public
perception during its publication?
Upon its publication, 'The Moon is Down' served as a powerful commentary on the human cost of
war and occupation, contributing to anti-fascist sentiments and encouraging discussions about
resistance and the ethics of warfare.
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