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      Context

      
      John Steinbeck was born in 1902 in
         Salinas, California, a region that became the setting for much of
         his fiction, including Of Mice and Men. As a teenager,
         he spent his summers working as a hired hand on neighboring ranches,
         where his experiences of rural California and its people impressed
         him deeply. In 1919,
         he enrolled at Stanford University, where he studied intermittently
         for the next six years before finally leaving without having earned
         a degree. For the next five years, he worked as a reporter and then
         as caretaker for a Lake Tahoe estate while he completed his first
         novel, an adventure story called Cup of Gold, which was published
         in 1929. Critical
         and commercial success did not come for another six years, when Tortilla
            Flat was published in 1935,
         at which point Steinbeck was finally able to support himself entirely with
         his writing.
      

      
      In his acceptance speech for the 1962 Nobel
         Prize in literature, Steinbeck said:
      

      
      
         . . . the writer is delegated to declare
            and to celebrate man’s proven capacity for greatness of heart and
            spirit—for gallantry in defeat, for courage, compassion and love.
            In the endless war against weakness and despair, these are the bright rally
            flags of hope and of emulation. I hold that a writer who does not
            passionately believe in the perfectibility of man has no dedication
            nor any membership in literature.
         

      

      
      Steinbeck’s best-known works deal intimately with the
         plight of desperately poor California wanderers, who, despite the
         cruelty of their circumstances, often triumph spiritually. Always
         politically involved, Steinbeck followed Tortilla Flat with
         three novels about the plight of the California laboring class,
         beginning with In Dubious Battle in 1936. Of
            Mice and Men followed in 1937,
         and The Grapes of Wrath won the 1940 Pulitzer
         Prize and became Steinbeck’s most famous novel. Steinbeck sets Of
            Mice and Men against the backdrop of Depression-era America.
         The economic conditions of the time victimized workers like George
         and Lennie, whose quest for land was thwarted by cruel and powerful
         forces beyond their control, but whose tragedy was marked, ultimately,
         by steadfast compassion and love.
      

      
      Critical opinions of Steinbeck’s work have always been
         mixed. Both stylistically and in his emphasis on manhood and male
         relationships, which figure heavily in Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck
         was strongly influenced by his contemporary, Ernest Hemingway. Even though
         Steinbeck was hailed as a great author in the 1930s
         and 1940s, and won the Nobel Prize for literature
         in 1962, many critics have
         faulted his works for being superficial, sentimental, and overly moralistic.
         Though Of Mice and Men is regarded by some as his greatest
         achievement, many critics argue that it suffers from one-dimensional
         characters and an excessively deterministic plot, which renders
         the lesson of the novel more important than the people in it.
      

      
      Steinbeck continued writing throughout the 1940s
         and 1950s. He went
         to Europe during World War II, then worked in Hollywood both as
         a filmmaker and a scriptwriter for such movies as Viva Zapata! (1950).
         His important later works include East of Eden (1952), a
         sprawling family saga set in California, and Travels with
            Charley (1962),
         a journalistic account of his tour of America. He died in New York
         City in 1968.
      

      
      The History of Migrant Farmers in California

      
      After World War I, economic and ecological forces brought
         many rural poor and migrant agricultural workers from the Great
         Plains states, such as Oklahoma, Texas, and Kansas, to California.
         Following World War I, a recession led to a drop in the market price
         of farm crops, which meant that farmers were forced to produce more goods
         in order to earn the same amount of money. To meet this demand for
         increased productivity, many farmers bought more land and invested
         in expensive agricultural equipment, which plunged them into debt.
         The stock market crash of 1929 only
         made matters worse. Banks were forced to foreclose on mortgages
         and collect debts. Unable to pay their creditors, many farmers lost
         their property and were forced to find other work. But doing so
         proved very difficult, since the nation’s unemployment rate had
         skyrocketed, peaking at nearly twenty-five percent in 1933.
      

      
      The increase in farming activity across the Great Plains
         states caused the precious soil to erode. This erosion, coupled
         with a seven-year drought that began in 1931,
         turned once fertile grasslands into a desertlike region known as
         the Dust Bowl. Hundreds of thousands of farmers packed up their
         families and few belongings, and headed for California, which, for
         numerous reasons, seemed like a promised land. Migrant
         workers came to be known as Okies, for although they came from many
         states across the Great Plains, twenty percent of the farmers were
         originally from Oklahoma. Okies were often met with scorn by California
         farmers and natives, which only made their dislocation and poverty
         even more unpleasant.
      

      
      John Steinbeck immortalized the plight of one such family,
         the Joads, in his most famous novel, The Grapes of Wrath. In
         several of his fiction works, including Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck
         illustrates how grueling, challenging, and often unrewarding the
         life of migrant farmers could be. Just as George and Lennie dream
         of a better life on their own farm, the Great Plains farmers dreamed
         of finding a better life in California. The state’s mild climate
         promised a longer growing season and, with soil favorable to a wider
         range of crops, it offered more opportunities to harvest. Despite
         these promises, though, very few found it to be the land of opportunity
         and plenty of which they dreamed.
      

      
   
      Plot Overview

      
      Two migrant workers, George
         and Lennie, have been let off a bus miles away from the California
         farm where they are due to start work. George is a small, dark man with
         “sharp, strong features.” Lennie, his companion, is his opposite,
         a giant of a man with a “shapeless” face. Overcome with thirst,
         the two stop in a clearing by a pool and decide to camp for the
         night. As the two converse, it becomes clear that Lennie has a mild
         mental disability, and is deeply devoted to George and dependent
         upon him for protection and guidance. George finds that Lennie,
         who loves petting soft things but often accidentally kills them,
         has been carrying and stroking a dead mouse. George angrily throws it
         away, fearing that Lennie might catch a disease from the dead animal.
         George complains loudly that his life would be easier without having
         to care for Lennie, but the reader senses that their friendship
         and devotion is mutual. He and Lennie share a dream of buying their
         own piece of land, farming it, and, much to Lennie’s delight, keeping
         rabbits. George ends the night by treating Lennie to the story he
         often tells him about what life will be like in such an idyllic
         place.
      

      
      The next day, the men report to the nearby ranch. George,
         fearing how the boss will react to Lennie, insists that he’ll do
         all the talking. He lies, explaining that they travel together because
         they are cousins and that a horse kicked Lennie in the head when
         he was a child. They are hired. They meet Candy, an old “swamper,”
         or handyman, with a missing hand and an ancient dog, and Curley,
         the boss’s mean-spirited son. Curley is newly married, possessive
         of his flirtatious wife, and full of jealous suspicion. Once George
         and Lennie are alone in the bunkhouse, Curley’s wife appears and
         flirts with them. Lennie thinks she is “purty,” but George, sensing
         the trouble that could come from tangling with this woman and her
         husband, warns Lennie to stay away from her. Soon, the ranch-hands
         return from the fields for lunch, and George and Lennie meet Slim,
         the skilled mule driver who wields great authority on the ranch.
         Slim comments on the rarity of friendship like that between George
         and Lennie. Carlson, another ranch-hand, suggests that since Slim’s
         dog has just given birth, they should offer a puppy to Candy and
         shoot Candy’s old, good-for-nothing dog.
      

      
      The next day, George confides in Slim that he and Lennie
         are not cousins, but have been friends since childhood. He tells
         how Lennie has often gotten them into trouble. For instance, they
         were forced to flee their last job because Lennie tried to touch
         a woman’s dress and was accused of rape. Slim agrees to give Lennie
         one of his puppies, and Carlson continues to badger Candy to kill
         his old dog. When Slim agrees with Carlson, saying that death would
         be a welcome relief to the suffering animal, Candy gives in. Carlson,
         before leading the dog outside, promises to do the job painlessly.
      

      
      Slim goes to the barn to do some work, and
         Curley, who is maniacally searching for his wife, heads to the barn
         to accost Slim. Candy overhears George and Lennie discussing their
         plans to buy land, and offers his life’s savings if they will let
         him live there too. The three make a pact to let no one else know
         of their plan. Slim returns to the bunkhouse, berating Curley for
         his suspicions. Curley, searching for an easy target for his anger,
         finds Lennie and picks a fight with him. Lennie crushes Curley’s
         hand in the altercation. Slim warns Curley that if he tries to get
         George and Lennie fired, he will be the laughingstock of the farm.
      

      
      The next night, most of the men go to the local brothel.
         Lennie is left with Crooks, the lonely, black stable-hand, and Candy.
         Curley’s wife flirts with them, refusing to leave until the other
         men come home. She notices the cuts on Lennie’s face and suspects
         that he, and not a piece of machinery as Curley claimed, is responsible
         for hurting her husband. This thought amuses her. The next day,
         Lennie accidentally kills his puppy in the barn. Curley’s wife enters
         and consoles him. She admits that life with Curley is a disappointment, and
         wishes that she had followed her dream of becoming a movie star.
         Lennie tells her that he loves petting soft things, and she offers to
         let him feel her hair. When he grabs too tightly, she cries out.
         In his attempt to silence her, he accidentally breaks her neck.
      

      
      Lennie flees back to a pool of the Salinas River that
         George had designated as a meeting place should either of them get
         into trouble. As the men back at the ranch discover what has happened
         and gather together a lynch party, George joins Lennie. Much to
         Lennie’s surprise, George is not mad at him for doing “a bad thing.” George
         begins to tell Lennie the story of the farm they will have together.
         As he describes the rabbits that Lennie will tend, the sound of
         the approaching lynch party grows louder. George shoots his friend
         in the back of the head.
      

      
      When the other men arrive, George lets them believe that
         Lennie had the gun, and George wrestled it away from him and shot
         him. Only Slim understands what has really happened, that George
         has killed his friend out of mercy. Slim consolingly leads him away,
         and the other men, completely puzzled, watch them leave.
      

      
   
      Character List

      
      
         Lennie - 	A
            large, lumbering, childlike migrant worker. Due to his mild mental
            disability, Lennie completely depends upon George, his friend and
            traveling companion, for guidance and protection. The two men share
            a vision of a farm that they will own together, a vision that Lennie believes
            in wholeheartedly. Gentle and kind, Lennie nevertheless does not
            understand his own strength. His love of petting soft things, such
            as small animals, dresses, and people’s hair, leads to disaster.
         

      

      
      
         George - 	A
            small, wiry, quick-witted man who travels with, and cares for, Lennie.
            Although he frequently speaks of how much better his life would
            be without his caretaking responsibilities, George is obviously
            devoted to Lennie. George’s behavior is motivated by the desire
            to protect Lennie and, eventually, deliver them both to the farm
            of their dreams. Though George is the source of the often-told
            story of life on their future farm, it is Lennie’s childlike faith
            that enables George to actually believe his account of their future.
         

      

      
      
         Candy - 	An
            aging ranch handyman, Candy lost his hand in an accident and worries
            about his future on the ranch. Fearing that his age is making him
            useless, he seizes on George’s description of the farm he and Lennie
            will have, offering his life’s savings if he can join George and Lennie
            in owning the land. The fate of Candy’s ancient dog, which Carlson
            shoots in the back of the head in an alleged act of mercy, foreshadows
            the manner of Lennie’s death.
         

      

      
      
         Curley’s wife -  The
            only female character in the novel, Curley’s wife is never given
            a name and is only mentioned in reference to her husband. The
            men on the farm refer to her as a “tramp,” a “tart,” and a “looloo.”
            Dressed in fancy, feathered red shoes, she represents the temptation
            of female sexuality in a male-dominated world. Steinbeck depicts
            Curley’s wife not as a villain, but rather as a victim. Like the
            ranch-hands, she is desperately lonely and has broken dreams of
            a better life.
         

      

      
      
         Crooks - 	Crooks,
            the black stable-hand, gets his name from his crooked back. Proud,
            bitter, and caustically funny, he 
            is isolated from the other men because of the color of his skin.
            Despite himself, Crooks becomes fond of Lennie, and though he derisively
            claims to have seen countless men following empty dreams of buying
            their own land, he asks Lennie if he can go with them and hoe in
            the garden.
         

      

      
      
         Curley - 	The
            boss’s son, Curley wears high-heeled boots to distinguish himself
            from the field hands. Rumored to be a champion prizefighter, he
            is a confrontational, mean-spirited, and aggressive young man who
            seeks to compensate for his small stature by picking fights with larger
            men. Recently married, Curley is plagued with jealous suspicions
            and is extremely possessive of his flirtatious young wife.
         

      

      
      
         Slim - 	A
            highly skilled mule driver and the acknowledged “prince” of the
            ranch, Slim is the only character who seems to be at peace with
            himself. The other characters often look to Slim for advice. For
            instance, only after Slim agrees that Candy should put his decrepit
            dog out of its misery does the old man agree to let Carlson shoot
            it. A quiet, insightful man, Slim alone understands the nature of
            the bond between George and Lennie, and comforts George at the novel’s
            tragic ending.
         

      

      
      
         Carlson - 	A
            ranch-hand, Carlson complains bitterly about Candy’s old, smelly
            dog. He convinces Candy to put the dog out of its misery. When Candy
            finally agrees, Carlson promises to execute the task without causing the
            animal any suffering. Later, George uses Carlson’s gun to shoot
            Lennie.
         

      

      
      
         The Boss - 	The
            stocky, well-dressed man in charge of the ranch, and Curley’s father.
            He is never named and appears only once, but seems to be a fair-minded
            man. Candy happily reports that the boss once delivered a gallon of whiskey
            to the ranch-hands on Christmas Day.
         

      

      
      
         Aunt Clara  - Lennie’s
            aunt, who cared for him until her death, does not actually appear
            in the novel except at the end, as a vision chastising Lennie for
            causing trouble for George. By all accounts, she was a kind, patient
            woman who took good care of Lennie and gave him plenty of 
            mice to pet.
         

      

      
      
         Whit - 	A
            ranch-hand.
         

      

      
   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Lennie

         
         Although Lennie is among the principal characters in Of
               Mice and Men, he is perhaps the least dynamic. He undergoes
            no significant changes, development, or growth throughout the novel
            and remains exactly as the reader encounters him in the opening
            pages. Simply put, he loves to pet soft things, is blindly devoted
            to George and their vision of the farm, and possesses incredible
            physical strength. Nearly every scene in which Lennie appears confirms
            these and only these characteristics.
         

         
         Although Steinbeck’s insistent repetition of these characteristics makes
            Lennie a rather flat character, Lennie’s simplicity is central to Steinbeck’s
            conception of the novel. Of Mice and Men is a very
            short work that manages to build up an extremely powerful impact.
            Since the tragedy depends upon the outcome seeming to be inevitable,
            the reader must know from the start that Lennie is doomed, and must
            be sympathetic to him. Steinbeck achieves these two feats by creating
            a protagonist who earns the reader’s sympathy because of his utter helplessness
            in the face of the events that unfold. Lennie is totally defenseless.
            He cannot avoid the dangers presented by Curley, Curley’s wife,
            or the world at large. His innocence raises him to a standard of
            pure goodness that is more poetic and literary than realistic. His
            enthusiasm for the vision of their future farm proves contagious as
            he convinces George, Candy, Crooks, and the reader that such a paradise
            might be possible. But he is a character whom Steinbeck sets up
            for disaster, a character whose innocence only seems to ensure his
            inevitable destruction.
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