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Understanding the American Dream through Of
Mice and Men

In John Steinbeck’s novella Of Mice and Men, the concept of the American
Dream is intricately woven into the lives of the characters, reflecting the
hopes and aspirations of individuals during the Great Depression. The
narrative follows George Milton and Lennie Small, two displaced ranch workers
who dream of owning their piece of land, a dream that symbolizes freedom,
independence, and the pursuit of happiness. This article will explore how
Steinbeck portrays the American Dream, the obstacles faced by the characters,
and the broader implications of their struggles in the context of 1930s
America.

The American Dream Defined

The American Dream traditionally embodies the idea that through hard work and
perseverance, individuals can achieve success and prosperity. It is often
associated with the notion of owning a home, having financial security, and
providing a better future for one’s family. However, Steinbeck’s portrayal of
this dream in Of Mice and Men reveals its complexities and the harsh
realities that often undermine it.

Characters and Their Dreams

The characters in Of Mice and Men each embody different aspects of the
American Dream, reflecting the diverse hopes of the American populace during
the Great Depression. The two main characters, George and Lennie, have a
shared dream that drives their actions and decisions throughout the story.

George Milton: George represents the archetypal worker who aspires for a
better life. His dream of owning land is not just about material wealth;
it signifies autonomy and the possibility of a life free from the
struggles of itinerant labor.

Lennie Small: Lennie, who has a cognitive disability, represents
innocence and the purity of dreams. His longing to tend rabbits on their
future farm reflects a simple yet profound desire for security and
happiness.



In addition to George and Lennie, other characters reveal their own dreams
and aspirations, showcasing the multi-faceted nature of the American Dream:

Candy: An aging ranch worker who fears being cast aside, Candy's dream
of joining George and Lennie on their farm symbolizes the hope for
companionship and a sense of belonging.

Crooks: The only black character on the ranch, Crooks faces racial
discrimination and isolation. His dream of equality and companionship
highlights the social barriers that prevent some individuals from
achieving the American Dream.

Curley's wife: Often seen as a villain, Curley's wife is a complex
character who yearns for recognition and a life beyond her oppressive
marriage. Her dreams of becoming a movie star illustrate the limited
opportunities available to women during this era.

Obstacles to the American Dream

While the dreams of the characters in Of Mice and Men are a testament to
their resilience, Steinbeck emphasizes the formidable obstacles that prevent
them from achieving these dreams. The Great Depression serves as a backdrop,
illustrating economic hardship and social instability. Several factors
contribute to the characters’ struggles:

Economic Hardship: The Great Depression led to widespread unemployment1.
and poverty, making it nearly impossible for individuals like George and
Lennie to save money for their dream of owning land.

Social Isolation: Many characters experience profound loneliness and2.
isolation, which hinders their ability to form supportive relationships.
Crooks, for example, is marginalized due to his race, while Candy fears
being left alone as he ages.

Discrimination and Prejudice: Characters like Crooks and Curley’s wife3.
face systemic discrimination that limits their opportunities and
reinforces their status as outsiders within the social hierarchy.

Tragic Circumstances: The novella ultimately illustrates that despite4.
the characters’ aspirations, their dreams often remain unfulfilled due
to tragic events that spiral out of their control.



The Illusion of the American Dream

Steinbeck’s portrayal of the American Dream in Of Mice and Men raises
critical questions about its attainability. The characters' dreams serve as
an idealistic vision, but the narrative consistently undermines this ideal.
For instance, the dream of land ownership is ultimately revealed to be a
fragile illusion, particularly in the face of the characters’ tragic fates.

The climax of the story is marked by the death of Lennie, which signifies the
shattering of George and Lennie's dream. This moment encapsulates the harsh
reality that despite their hard work and determination, the American Dream
remains out of reach. The subsequent loneliness that George faces represents
the broader disillusionment felt by many during this tumultuous period in
American history.

The Broader Implications of the American Dream

Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men not only reflects the struggles of its characters
but also serves as a critique of the American Dream itself. The novella
invites readers to consider the following implications:

1. The Fragility of Dreams

The characters’ dreams are depicted as fragile and easily shattered.
Steinbeck suggests that the American Dream is not universally attainable and
that societal structures often conspire against the dreams of the
marginalized and disenfranchised.

2. The Importance of Human Connection

Throughout the novella, the value of companionship and human connection
emerges as a counterpoint to the isolation experienced by the characters. The
dream of owning land is intertwined with the desire for community and
friendship, emphasizing that the pursuit of the American Dream is often a
collective endeavor rather than an individualistic one.

3. The Cycle of Disillusionment

Steinbeck portrays a cycle of hope and disillusionment that resonates with
the experiences of many during the Great Depression. The characters’ dreams,
while noble, serve to highlight the systemic barriers that perpetuate poverty
and inequality. The novella suggests that the American Dream, as it stands,



may be an illusion for many who strive for it.

Conclusion

In Of Mice and Men, John Steinbeck masterfully encapsulates the complexities
surrounding the American Dream. Through the dreams and struggles of
characters like George, Lennie, Candy, Crooks, and Curley’s wife, Steinbeck
reveals the harsh realities of life during the Great Depression. While the
American Dream symbolizes hope and aspiration, the novella ultimately
underscores the fragility of such dreams in the face of economic hardship,
social isolation, and systemic discrimination.

Steinbeck's work serves as a poignant reminder of the importance of
compassion and understanding in a world where dreams can be elusive. As
readers, we are left to reflect on the meaning of the American Dream and the
human connections that lie at its core, recognizing that the pursuit of
happiness is, at its essence, a shared journey.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the American Dream as depicted in 'Of Mice
and Men'?
In 'Of Mice and Men', the American Dream represents the aspiration for a
better life, characterized by owning land, financial independence, and
personal freedom. George and Lenny's dream of owning a farm symbolizes hope
and the pursuit of happiness.

How do George and Lenny's dreams differ from other
characters in 'Of Mice and Men'?
George and Lenny's dream is uniquely personal and attainable in their eyes,
contrasting with other characters who have more fragmented dreams. For
example, Curley's wife dreams of fame and attention, which highlights the
disillusionment of the American Dream.

What role does loneliness play in the pursuit of the
American Dream in 'Of Mice and Men'?
Loneliness is a pervasive theme that affects the characters' ability to
achieve their dreams. Many characters, like Crooks and Curley’s wife,
experience isolation that hinders their pursuit of happiness, showcasing the
emptiness of the American Dream.



How does Steinbeck use the character of Crooks to
illustrate the barriers to the American Dream?
Crooks, being a black stable hand, faces racial discrimination that limits
his opportunities. His isolation and cynical views on the American Dream
reflect the harsh realities faced by marginalized individuals in society.

What does the dream of owning a ranch symbolize in
the context of the novel?
The dream of owning a ranch symbolizes hope, freedom, and self-sufficiency
for George and Lennie. It serves as a refuge from the harsh realities of the
Great Depression and represents the universal desire for stability and
belonging.

In what ways does the ending of 'Of Mice and Men'
challenge the concept of the American Dream?
The tragic ending of the novel, where George must kill Lennie to protect him,
underscores the fragility of the American Dream. It suggests that despite
aspirations, societal and personal circumstances can thwart even the most
earnest dreams.

How does the setting of the Great Depression impact
the characters' pursuit of the American Dream?
The Great Depression creates an environment of economic hardship, making the
American Dream seem unattainable for many characters. The struggle for
survival highlights the disparity between dreams and reality during this
historical period.

What does the character of Curley’s wife reveal
about gender roles in relation to the American
Dream?
Curley’s wife represents the limitations placed on women during the 1930s.
Her unfulfilled dreams of becoming an actress reveal how gender roles
restrict women's access to the American Dream, illustrating broader societal
constraints.

How does the friendship between George and Lennie
reflect the theme of the American Dream?
George and Lennie's friendship exemplifies the idea that companionship can
provide hope and strength in the pursuit of the American Dream. Their bond is
a source of motivation, highlighting the importance of personal connections
in overcoming adversity.



What does the novel suggest about the attainability
of the American Dream?
The novel suggests that the American Dream is often an elusive and
unattainable goal for many individuals. Through the struggles and failures of
its characters, Steinbeck portrays the harsh reality that dreams can be
crushed by circumstances beyond one’s control.
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