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Life as We Knew It by Susan Beth Pfeffer is a compelling young adult novel
that explores the themes of survival, family dynamics, and the human spirit
in the face of catastrophic events. Published in 2006, it is the first book
in a series known as the "Last Survivors" series. The novel is set in a world
transformed by a planetary crisis—an event that serves as a backdrop for the
profound changes in the characters' lives. Through the eyes of Miranda, the
protagonist, Pfeffer invites readers to delve into a haunting yet thought-
provoking narrative that raises questions about humanity, resilience, and the
fragility of civilization.

Plot Overview

In "Life as We Knew It," the story begins with a seemingly benign event: a
meteor colliding with the moon, which alters its orbit and causes
catastrophic consequences on Earth. This cosmic disaster leads to a series of
environmental crises, including tsunamis, earthquakes, and volcanic
eruptions. As the world grapples with these calamities, society begins to
unravel, and everyday life is disrupted in unimaginable ways.

The narrative is presented in the form of a journal written by Miranda, a
high school student living in a small town in Pennsylvania. Her entries
reflect her thoughts, feelings, and experiences as she and her family attempt
to navigate a new reality characterized by scarcity and fear. The novel
effectively captures the shift from normalcy to chaos, allowing readers to
witness the deterioration of society through Miranda's eyes.

Key Characters

The novel features several key characters, each contributing to the story's
emotional depth and complexity:

1. Miranda: The protagonist and narrator, a typical teenager whose life is
upended by the disaster. Her growth and resilience are central themes in the
story.

2. Laura: Miranda's mother, who becomes a pillar of strength for her family.
She embodies the nurturing and protective instincts of a parent in crisis.
3. Jonny: Miranda's younger brother, whose innocence represents the loss of
childhood in the face of adversity.

4. Peter: Miranda's father, who plays a less prominent role but still affects
the family's dynamics and their ability to cope with their new reality.

5. Mrs. Nesbitt: A neighbor who helps the family and highlights the
importance of community and cooperation in times of crisis.



Themes and Motifs

"Life as We Knew It" explores several themes and motifs that resonate
throughout the narrative:

Survival and Resilience

One of the most prominent themes in the novel is survival. Miranda and her
family face numerous challenges, including food shortages, lack of
electricity, and the threat of violence from others desperate for resources.
The story illustrates the lengths to which individuals will go to protect
their loved ones. It also highlights the idea of resilience, as characters
adapt to their circumstances and find ways to cope with their new reality.

Family and Relationships

The novel places a strong emphasis on family dynamics. As the situation
deteriorates, the relationships between Miranda, her mother, and her brother
are tested. The story showcases the importance of familial bonds and the ways
in which adversity can bring people closer together or drive them apart. The
struggles they face also reveal the complexities of love, sacrifice, and the
inherent need for connection.

Isolation and Community

Pfeffer illustrates the theme of isolation, both physical and emotional. As
the world descends into chaos, Miranda's family becomes increasingly isolated
from the outside world. However, the novel also emphasizes the importance of
community and cooperation. Neighbors band together to share resources, and
the characters learn that survival is often about relying on one another.

Loss and Grief

Loss is a recurring motif in the novel, as characters grapple with the impact
of the disaster on their lives. The death of loved ones, the loss of
normalcy, and the grief associated with these changes serve as poignant
reminders of the fragility of life. Miranda's journal entries poignantly
reflect her feelings of despair and hopelessness, making her journey all the
more relatable to readers.



Literary Style and Structure

Pfeffer's writing style in "Life as We Knew It" is characterized by its
simplicity and authenticity. The diary format allows readers to connect
deeply with Miranda's thoughts and emotions. This intimate narrative style
creates a sense of immediacy, drawing readers into the story and allowing
them to experience the unfolding events alongside the characters.

The structure of the novel is chronological, with each entry marking a
progression of time and the escalating challenges faced by the family. This
approach effectively builds tension and keeps readers engaged as they
anticipate what will happen next.

Impact and Reception

"Life as We Knew It" has received widespread acclaim for its realistic
portrayal of a post-apocalyptic scenario and its exploration of human
emotions in the face of adversity. Critics have praised Pfeffer's ability to
create relatable characters and convey the complexities of survival. The
novel has won several awards and has been included in various reading lists
for young adults, solidifying its place in contemporary literature.

The book's popularity has led to the creation of sequels, including "The Dead
and the Gone," "This World We Live In," and "The Shade of the Moon." Each
installment expands on the themes introduced in the first book and explores
the ongoing consequences of the initial disaster.

Conclusion

"Life as We Knew It" is not just a story about survival; it is a poignant
exploration of the human condition in the face of unimaginable challenges.
Susan Beth Pfeffer masterfully weaves together themes of resilience, family,
and community, creating a narrative that resonates with readers of all ages.
As we follow Miranda's journey through loss, grief, and the struggle for
survival, we are reminded of the fragility of life and the strength of the
human spirit. The novel serves as a powerful reflection on what it means to
be human when the world as we know it is irrevocably changed, making it a
must-read for anyone interested in thought-provoking literature that
challenges our understanding of society and survival.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the main themes explored in 'Life As We
Knew It' by Susan Beth Pfeffer?

The main themes include survival, the impact of natural disasters, family
dynamics, and the resilience of the human spirit in the face of overwhelming
challenges.

How does the format of 'Life As We Knew It' enhance
the storytelling?

The novel is written in the form of a journal, which allows readers to
experience the protagonist's thoughts and emotions in real-time, creating a
sense of intimacy and urgency.

What is the significance of the title 'Life As We
Knew It'?

The title reflects the drastic changes in the characters' lives due to the
cataclysmic events that alter their world, emphasizing the loss of normalcy
and the struggle to adapt to a new reality.

Who is the protagonist of 'Life As We Knew It' and
what challenges does she face?

The protagonist is Miranda, a teenage girl who faces numerous challenges,
including food shortages, extreme weather conditions, and the breakdown of
societal order as she and her family fight for survival.

How does 'Life As We Knew It' address the concept of
community during crisis?

The book illustrates how communities can either fragment under pressure or
come together to support each other, highlighting the importance of
relationships and collaboration in overcoming adversity.
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