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			The American writer John Ernst Steinbeck is best-known for his novels and novellas, which tend to be set in his native California and focus on the difficult living conditions of rural populations. He also worked as a reporter for the International Herald Tribune during the Second World War (1939-1945).

			In 1962, Steinbeck received the Nobel Prize in Literature for his literary output as a whole. Several of his novels have been adapted for the cinema, and these adaptations have contributed to the popularity of his work.




		
			OF MICE AND MEN

			THE ESSENTIAL ANIMALITY OF HUMANKIND

			
					Genre: novella

					Reference edition: Steinbeck, J. (2000) Of Mice and Men. London: Penguin.

					1st edition: 1937

					Themes: friendship, dreams, the Great Depression, violence, death, poverty

			

			Of Mice and Men was first published in 1937 and tells the story of Lennie Small, a physically imposing, prodigiously strong man with learning difficulties, and George Milton, a small, quick-witted man, who work together on a ranch in southern California and are inseparable. They dream of saving enough money to buy their own farm and leading a simple life there. However, the world of the ranch is inescapably violent and, although he had no intention of causing any harm, Lennie accidentally kills the wife of the boss’s son Curley.




		
			SUMMARY

			A NEW JOB

			Two seasonal workers, Lennie, a huge man with learning difficulties, and George, a small, intelligent young man, have fled from a ranch in the village of Weed in the north of the United States, and are now wandering through the Californian countryside near Soledad, a remote town in the south. George decides to stop and spend the night by a river and then visit the neighbouring ranch the next morning in the hope of getting some work. This will enable them to earn the money they need to purchase their own farm.

			While heating up a can of beans, George warns Lennie that he needs to behave if they want to realise their dream of living on their own farm with their earnings. This means that he needs to stop carrying a dead mouse in his pocket, stay away from girls and, above all, keep quiet. We learn that Lennie had a difficult childhood: he was orphaned at a young age and brought up by a woman named Clara in a small town called Auburn. Now, he is dependent on George.

			The next day, in the ranch’s sleeping quarters, they meet an old ranch hand named Candy, the boss and his son Curley, a small, nervous, arrogant man who immediately tries to intimidate them. Once they have left the sleeping quarters, Candy warns them about Curley (“Curley don’t take no chances. He always wins”, pp.30-31) and his wife, who has “got the eye” (p.29). As if to confirm what he says, she comes to meet them, pretending that she is looking for her husband.

			George is worried and gives Lennie more advice before Carlson and Slim, two other seasonal workers, come in. Slim’s dog has just had puppies and Lennie wants one to stroke. Slim agrees to give him one.

			During their breaks, the seasonal workers play at throwing horseshoes as close as possible to a nail; the person who manages to hit the nail wins the game and the money the players have laid down. While the others play, Slim talks with George in the sleeping quarters, and George tells him about Lennie’s difficult childhood and their escape from Weed.

			Shortly afterwards, Carlson comes in and starts pressuring Candy to kill his dog, which smells and walks with a limp. The old man finally gives in and Carlson leaves with the elderly, ailing animal. At that moment, Curley barges in and tells the workers that he is looking for his wife. Everybody follows him apart from Lennie, Candy and George. When George starts talking about the farm that he and Lennie want to buy, Candy, who is entirely alone in the world, decides to join their venture. 

			Later on, Curley comes in again and apologises to Slim, who has had enough of his all-consuming jealousy. He then takes out his frustrations on Lennie by provoking and hitting him. Lennie passively accepts the beating, as he does not know what the consequences of fighting back will be, but when George tells him to attack, he crushes Curley’s hand. Lennie is frightened, as he fears that now their dream will never come true.

			AN IMPOSSIBLE DREAM

			On Saturday evening, while George and the others head off to Old Susy’s brothel, Lennie goes to the stables where Crooks, the black, disabled groom, sleeps. He cannot hold his tongue and starts talking about their dream, and before long Candy joins them and jumps into the conversation. Crooks is interested, but he does not believe that their dream will ever come true: “Nobody never gets to heaven, and nobody gets no land” (p.73). 

			Curley’s wife, who is once again pretending to be looking for her husband, arrives and asks what happened to his hand. Candy and Crooks become angry when she starts teasing Lennie and talking about them as if they were common tramps. However, she knows that she is protected by her social status and tells them to be quiet because their opinion does not matter: “Nobody’d listen to you, an’ you know it” (p.80). George comes back and is furious with Lennie for talking about their secret.

			Late one afternoon, Lennie remains alone in the stable with a dead puppy while the others play horseshoes. He is trying to hide it, because he is worried that if George finds out, he will not let him look after the rabbits on their farm. Curley’s wife comes to talk to him, and although he is initially reluctant, he soon lets himself be drawn into a conversation with her. She confides in him that she wanted to be an actress, but resigned herself to marrying Curley. Lennie tells her that he likes to stroke soft things, and when he wants to touch her hair, she recoils before changing her mind. She sees him as “a big baby” (p.89), and ends up inviting him to stroke her hair.

			However, Lennie begins to stroke her hair increasingly roughly, and when the young woman panics and starts screaming, he sees red. In his attempts to keep her quiet, he accidentally breaks her neck. When Candy and George come in and discover the young woman’s lifeless body, they know that their dream is over, as they immediately realise that Lennie has killed her and that Curley will want to lynch him. George then goes to steal Carlson’s gun and pretends to arrive at the scene at the same time as Curley and the others, who have just discovered the body. In spite of George’s efforts to calm Curley down and save his friend, he will not be reasoned with, and Lennie is sentenced to death.

			Lennie goes back to the riverbank, as George had told him to do if things went wrong. He feels guilty and imagines that his aunt and a giant rabbit have come to scold him. George finds him and comforts him by talking about their farm and telling him that it was not his fault. However, at the same time he gets the gun out and, reluctantly, with a trembling hand, shoots his friend in the neck. When the others arrive, they see Lennie’s body next to George, who is sitting “stiffly” (p.105) by the river in silence. Slim goes over to him and suggests that he come have a drink with them. Curley and Carlson do not understand their pain.




		
			CHARACTER STUDY

			The novel’s straightforward structure and plot make it easy to rank the characters based on the amount of power they have, which governs their attitudes and behaviour. From most to least powerful, we have:

			THE BOSS

			The boss is a small, stocky man who does not care about his employees, as long as they work. He represents authority, but only appears once in the story.

			CURLEY

			Like his father, to whom he owes his power, Curley’s clothes set him apart from the seasonal workers: he wears boots with high heels and a glove full of Vaseline on his left hand to keep it “soft for his wife” (p.29).

			He has a marked jealous streak, enjoys provoking other people, and spends his time reminding the seasonal workers of his status and running after his wife. He is arrogant, vain and insensitive, and has something of a complex about his small stature: Candy tells George and Lennie that he “hates big guys” (p.28). He sometimes tries to use violence to assert his power (he is a lightweight boxer), but everyone sees through his posturing and he never really establishes his authority over men of character.

			CURLEY’S WIFE

			We are never told Curley’s wife’s name. She is vulgar and uncouth, but knows how to attract attention: she behaves provocatively, wears heavy make-up and passes the time by flirting with the seasonal workers. Beneath this veneer, she is bitter and lonely: she wanted to be a Hollywood actress, but settled for marrying Curley because nobody better came along. She does not love her husband, and as soon as his back is turned, she looks for other people to keep her company or uses her higher social status to humiliate those weaker than her, particularly Crooks and Candy.

			When she finds herself alone with Lennie, his strange but kind appearance inspires her to confide in him. When he asks to stroke her hair, she lets him, not only as a reward for listening to her, but also because she is proud of her silky hair. However, Lennie is too rough with her and accidentally breaks her neck.

			THE SEASONAL WORKERS

			The seasonal workers are simple men who all wear “blue jeans and a short denim jacket” (p.34). They tend to be single, and work very hard to earn a few dollars per week, which they spend at the weekends on alcohol and girls to “get ever’thing outta [their] system” (p.56). They all dream of a better life, but their harsh living conditions make this impossible.

			Their power is relative and short-lived, and comes from sticking together: for example, Candy and Crooks manage to preserve their dignity by briefly standing firm against Curley’s wife. However, although they feel a natural affection for one another, their individualism and their fear of losing their jobs force each of them to distrust and keep their distance from the others.

			The seasonal workers are central to the novel, and can be divided into two groups:

			The strongest

			
					George Milton is “small and quick, dark of face, with restless eyes and sharp, strong features” (p.4). He and Lennie are the story’s two main characters. George is an intelligent, honest, spontaneous and generous man who took Lennie under his wing after the woman who raised him died. Although the two men are different in many ways, they complement one another and form a strong alliance: George’s quick mind and Lennie’s prodigious strength are both essential to their survival. George’s surname is a reference to one of Steinbeck’s literary inspirations, the English poet John Milton (1608-1674), whose epic poem Paradise Lost is about the fall of man and therefore echoes George and Lennie’s story.

					Carlson is a strong, well-built man. When he decides to kill Candy’s dog, nobody dares to challenge him.

					Slim, the ranch’s skinner, is a kind man with a deep voice who is universally respected. He is the person who really runs the ranch.

					Whit is the youngest man on the farm, but already walks with a stoop because of his work.

			

			The weakest

			
					Lennie Small is George’s opposite in terms of physical appearance: he is “a huge man, shapeless of face, with large, pale eyes, and wide, sloping shoulders” (p.4). He is physically imposing, mentally disabled and kind-hearted, and is often compared to an animal (“he walked heavily, dragging his feet a little, the way a bear drags his paws”, ibid.) or a child (“Sure he’s jes’ like a kid”, p.44). He is innocent, clumsy, sensitive and unintelligent, and relies on George because he is incapable of living independently. He is undeniably the strongest man on the ranch, physically speaking, but his naivety and lack of intelligence often leave him vulnerable (George is clearly the dominant figure in their friendship and blames him for all their problems; Curley takes out his anger on him). His surname contrasts with his strength and hints at his fundamental weakness.

					Candy is an old man with a white beard who has been worn down by life. He lost his left hand while working, which means that he can now only carry out household chores, and he is too old to accompany the others when they go into town. He is afraid of dying alone because he knows that when he becomes a burden, he will not be put out of his misery like Carlson did for his dog.

					Crooks, the black, disabled groom, is right at the bottom of the ranch’s hierarchy. Because of his race, he is viewed as inferior and ostracised: he is the only one to sleep in the stables, where no other seasonal worker goes (Lennie is the first to do so), nobody talks to him and the other men refuse to let him join their card games, claiming that he smells. However, he is the best at throwing horseshoes and the only one who reads books.
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