
of mice and men analysis
Of Mice and Men is a classic novella penned by John Steinbeck, published in 1937. Set during the
Great Depression, it delves into the complexities of friendship, dreams, and the harsh realities of life
faced by itinerant workers in California. This analysis aims to explore the main themes, characters,
and literary devices that Steinbeck employs to convey his message, ultimately reflecting the socio-
economic struggles of the time.

Overview of the Novella

Plot Summary

The story follows two main characters, George Milton and Lennie Small, who are migrant workers
seeking employment on a ranch in California. George is small and wiry, while Lennie is large and
possesses a mental disability, leading to his childlike behavior. Despite their contrasting physical
appearances, they share a deep bond and a common dream of owning a piece of land where they can
live independently.

As they arrive at the ranch, they meet various other characters, including Candy, an aging
handyman; Curley, the boss's aggressive son; and Curley’s wife, who feels isolated and unfulfilled.
The plot unfolds as their aspirations clash with the realities of their circumstances, leading to tragic
consequences.

Themes in Of Mice and Men

1. The American Dream

One of the central themes of Of Mice and Men is the idea of the American Dream— the hope for a
better life and the pursuit of personal freedom. George and Lennie's dream of owning a piece of land
symbolizes this aspiration. However, Steinbeck reveals the fragility of this dream as it becomes
increasingly unattainable due to their socio-economic conditions. The novella illustrates that the
American Dream is not accessible for everyone, especially marginalized individuals like migrant
workers.

2. Friendship and Loneliness

The bond between George and Lennie is a poignant exploration of friendship in a world marked by
loneliness. Their relationship offers a sense of companionship that contrasts sharply with the
isolation felt by other characters on the ranch. Steinbeck emphasizes the importance of human
connection, particularly in a society where individuals often face hardship alone.



Characters like Crooks, Candy, and Curley’s wife exemplify the theme of loneliness. Crooks, being a
black stable hand, faces racial discrimination and isolation, while Candy fears being cast aside due
to his old age. Curley’s wife, despite her apparent social status, experiences profound loneliness in
her marriage. Through these characters, Steinbeck underscores the human need for companionship
amid adversity.

3. The Nature of Dreams

Dreams play a significant role in shaping the characters' motivations and desires. For George and
Lennie, their dream represents hope and the possibility of a better future. However, Steinbeck
portrays dreams as both a source of comfort and a path to disillusionment. The characters’ dreams
often serve as a coping mechanism against their harsh realities, but they frequently face obstacles
that render those dreams unattainable.

Steinbeck also illustrates how dreams can differ among individuals. For example:
- George and Lennie dream of land ownership and autonomy.
- Candy wishes to join them to avoid loneliness.
- Curley’s wife longs for recognition and a life beyond her oppressive marriage.

Ultimately, the novella suggests that dreams can be both a source of inspiration and a catalyst for
despair.

Character Analysis

1. George Milton

George serves as the voice of reason and the protector of Lennie. His intelligence and practicality
contrast with Lennie's innocence and impulsiveness. George’s character embodies the struggles of
the everyman during the Great Depression, constantly navigating the challenges of survival. His
commitment to Lennie highlights the theme of friendship, but it also reveals the burdens he carries.
George's ultimate decision at the end of the novella reflects the devastating impact of their
circumstances.

2. Lennie Small

Lennie is a complex character who represents both innocence and the inherent dangers of unbridled
strength. His mental disability makes him vulnerable, yet his physical prowess creates chaos, often
leading to unintended consequences. Lennie’s obsession with petting soft things symbolizes his
desire for comfort and security. Despite his gentle nature, his lack of understanding of his own
strength leads to tragic outcomes, illustrating the theme of the fragility of dreams.



3. Curley’s Wife

Curley’s wife is a significant yet often misunderstood character in the novella. She represents the
struggles of women during the Great Depression, trapped in a life devoid of fulfillment or autonomy.
Her desperate attempts to connect with the ranch workers highlight her loneliness and the societal
constraints placed upon her. Steinbeck portrays her as a victim of her circumstances, challenging
readers to reconsider their perceptions of her character.

4. Crooks

Crooks, the black stable hand, embodies the theme of isolation due to racial discrimination. His
character provides insight into the systemic racism of the time, as he is marginalized and forced to
live apart from the other workers. Crooks’ brief interaction with Lennie reveals his desire for
companionship and the pain of loneliness. His dream of a better life, though stifled by society’s
prejudices, represents the universal human longing for dignity and connection.

Literary Devices

Steinbeck employs various literary devices to enhance the themes and character development within
Of Mice and Men.

1. Symbolism

- The Dream Farm: Represents hope and the unattainable American Dream.
- Lennie’s Puppy: Symbolizes innocence and the harshness of reality when innocence is crushed.
- Curley’s Wife: Embodies the theme of gender and the limitations placed on women.

2. Foreshadowing

Steinbeck uses foreshadowing to build tension throughout the novella. Early references to Lennie’s
strength and his tendency to accidentally harm things set the stage for the tragic climax. The
repeated mention of George’s plan to protect Lennie hints at the weight of the decisions that George
will ultimately have to make.

3. Imagery

Steinbeck’s vivid imagery paints a picture of the California landscape and the lives of the characters.
Descriptions of the ranch, the bunkhouse, and the natural surroundings create a sense of place,
enhancing the reader's understanding of the characters' struggles and aspirations.



Conclusion

Of Mice and Men remains a poignant exploration of the human experience, highlighting themes of
friendship, dreams, and the harsh realities of life. Steinbeck’s masterful character development and
use of literary devices invite readers to reflect on the nature of hope and the complexities of human
relationships. As relevant today as it was during the Great Depression, the novella serves as a
timeless reminder of the struggles faced by those seeking a better life and the bonds that can both
uplift and burden us. Through George and Lennie’s journey, Steinbeck captures the essence of what
it means to be human, making Of Mice and Men a profound commentary on the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the title 'Of Mice and Men'?
The title is derived from Robert Burns' poem 'To a Mouse', which reflects on the fragility of plans
and dreams. It symbolizes the characters' aspirations and the inevitability of failure.

How does Steinbeck portray the theme of friendship in 'Of
Mice and Men'?
Friendship is central to the novel, particularly through the relationship between George and Lennie.
Their bond highlights the human need for companionship in a harsh world, contrasting with the
isolation experienced by other characters.

What role does the setting play in the novel 'Of Mice and
Men'?
The setting of the Great Depression era in California illustrates the economic struggles and social
issues of the time, enhancing the themes of dreams, survival, and the harsh realities faced by
itinerant workers.

How does Steinbeck use foreshadowing in 'Of Mice and Men'?
Steinbeck employs foreshadowing through various elements, such as the repeated references to
Lennie's strength and the dead mice, hinting at the tragic outcomes of his unintentional violence and
the fragility of dreams.

What is the significance of Curley's wife in the novel?
Curley's wife represents the theme of loneliness and the limited roles available to women during the
1930s. Her character highlights the struggles for identity and connection, often being
misunderstood and objectified by the men.



How does the character of Lennie embody the theme of
innocence?
Lennie's mental disability and childlike demeanor symbolize innocence in a corrupt world. His
inability to understand the consequences of his actions serves to emphasize the tragic nature of
unattainable dreams and the loss of innocence.

What commentary does 'Of Mice and Men' provide on the
American Dream?
The novel critiques the American Dream by illustrating how it remains out of reach for many
characters, showcasing the harsh realities of life for marginalized individuals who strive for a better
future but face insurmountable obstacles.

How does Steinbeck use symbolism throughout 'Of Mice and
Men'?
Symbolism is prevalent in the novel, with elements such as the dream farm representing hope and
escape, the characters’ interactions with animals emphasizing their vulnerabilities, and the
recurring motif of hands reflecting power and helplessness.
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