

Structure of the Novel

   “Of Mice and Men” is a short novel or novella which is split into six clear sections and is written in a simple narrative way, so much that it can easily be adapted into a play as it has been in the past.. The story is in third person however there is no single viewpoint. It is based around all the characters on the ranch but in general the story is either following George or Lennie. We are never told what the characters are thinking and must read between the lines to get an insight into their personality. The only exception to this, however, is at the end of the novel when Lennie is talking to his “Aunt Clara” or the giant rabbit. He is really only speaking to himself, however his does speak his emotions out loud. The language is very easy to understand and is mostly simple, everyday language. The speech in general is slang, for example “would of” and “brang”, and so gives authenticity to the ranch hands as they speak colloquially.

     Each section is in an identifiable scene which begins with a very clear, lyrical description. This gives the reader an immediate picture of the setting and what is going on, which enabled it to be made into a play easily. The setting is then interrupted by the arrival of the characters who speak in contrast to the descriptive style of the introductory idyllic description. Each section or chapter is set in a particular location and the characters do enter and exit as if it were a play. Previous events are retold by the characters when they converse; some examples of this are the way in which we find out about Weed from the conversation between George and Slim. We hear the tale of Weed in snippets which enables us to guess what happens and makes the reader wish to read on. Another example is how we hear about Curley’s wife’s past when she tells her story to Lennie.

     The narration occurs over one weekend and the majority of the story is taken up by dialogue. From the beginning of the novel there is always a hinted inevitability of what the end of the book will be, with plenty of hints towards the ending of the novel. An example of this would be when Carlson shoots Candy’s dog as they decide it’s better for the dog’s own good. In a way the dog is a representation of Lennie because the dog, like Lennie, cannot look after himself and Candy relates to George. “He ain’t no good to you Candy. An’ he ain’t no good to himself.” This could easily be spoken to George about Lennie. This is a very useful writing device as it means the reader has an idea of what will happen but they come up with0 their own ideas of how it will occur, which makes the story more gripping.

     The story works in a full circle; the first setting is in the brush and is a place of harmony which is then interrupted by the two men arriving. In the final chapter, however, the story returns to the brush and the setting is very different. Where originally there were water snakes and herons, now the heron kills the water snake. This means that the story comes in a full circle and we can see how much has changed within the space of one weekend.







Loneliness
     Loneliness is a constant theme throughout the novel and crops up everywhere. Most of the characters are lonely in some way or another and the only thing that keeps them going is their dreams for the future, which will be explained in the next section. Some are pushed away by other characters, some are generally lonely and some create their own loneliness.
George: In the beginning of the novel, George is less lonely as the majority of the ranch hands at that time as he has his companion, Lennie. However, the mental capacity of Lennie means George never really has anyone to have an intellectual conversation with. This opportunity doesn’t arise until he meets Slim. George faces up to his destiny (that most ranch hands will end up being lonely) and creates his own loneliness by killing Lennie at the end of the novel. 
Lennie: Lennie is the only person in the ranch who is naive enough not to fear loneliness. He does recognise the possibility of it, however, when Crooks threatens that George may never come back, thus provoking a violent streak in Lennie: “Suddenly Lennie’s eyes centred and grew quiet, and mad.” Lennie is alone in that he has no one on the ranch that is as mentally handicapped as him; however he does have George and his puppy. Even right up to the end of the novel when Lennie dies he has George by his side.
Crooks: Crooks lives in enforced solitude, away from the other men. He is the victim of racial discrimination which causes him to be pushed away by the others. He has been exposed to this treatment his whole life and while he doesn’t like it, he does insist on his right to be alone. Being a “back-busted nigger” reiterates his suffering as not only is he a nigger, he is also a back-busted one, and this makes him bitter. However, underneath his bitter facade he is thrilled when Candy and Lennie come into his room and are his companions for the night.
Candy: Candy is older than the other men on the ranch so finds it hard to relate to them. His loneliness is kept at bay by his old dog, however when Carlson insists the dog must be killed because she smells and “ain’t no good to herself”, he finds himself in a deep lonely state. He finds another way to preoccupy this loneliness when he makes plans for the dream farm with George and Lennie, however his heart is shattered when he discovers that Lennie has killed Curley’s Wife, preventing this dream. He is more exposed to loneliness throughout the novel as he has lost his hand, which means he has more time to think about himself and his loneliness.
Curley’s Wife: Curley’s Wife suffers sexual discrimination form the other men (apart from Slim and Lennie). She tries to fit in and include herself but is misunderstood and the men misinterpret her being there as flirtatious and “jail bait”. She has been confined to her husband’s house but she seeks company and tries to find it by approaching the other ranch hands. Curley dislikes this greatly, however he does not socialise with his wife as he only married her to gain authority over the other men, as there are no other women on the ranch. She can be considered as one of the loneliest characters in the novel as she is one of the few people that actually ‘push’ themselves to get attention and to combat their loneliness.
Slim: Slim is one of the least lonely characters in the book as he is most respected by all the men, he doesn’t face any discrimination and gets involved with every member of the ranch and he can relate to everyone to deliver advice and guidance. He is one of the oldest on the ranch, however, and as he sees many men come and go through the ranch, he is the only one left behind consistently.
Curley: Curley creates his own loneliness by pushing people away in his attempt to always seem superior in the ranch. However, he does look for company by constantly going into the bunkhouse looking for his wife although he will know where she is. He also married his wife not for love but to show off to the other ranchmen and hopefully gain their respect. He does not spend much time with his wife but instead goes to the brothel house with the other men. He causes his wife to be lonely as he will not allow her to leave their house and talk to the other ranch men apart from Slim which upsets Curley.
Whit: The typical ranch hand, Whit feels loneliness in remembering wished-for friends such as Bill Tenner with affection to combat his loneliness. He also makes sure no one touches his magazine that Bill Tenner had sent a message to.
Carlson: Carlson is also a lonely character; he is callous and doesn’t know the appreciation of friendship. He has his gun to look after and care for and he often appears nonchalant. “He laid them on his bed and brought out the pistol...then he fell to cleaning the barrel with the little rod.” He is often related back to his gun.
  In conclusion, the loneliest characters are those who intentionally and consistently seek attention i.e. Curley and his wife. George sums up the typical loneliness of the ranch hands of the time: “Guys like us, that work on ranches, are the loneliest guys in the world. They got no family. They belong in no place.” The loneliness that ranch hands face gives Lennie and George the motivation for their dream farm
Steinbeck’s theme that loneliness is unhealthy and dangerous to a person’s wellbeing is emphasized throughout the novel. For example, the main setting of the novel, Soledad, means “lonely” in Spanish. George also plays the card game solitaire; a card game for only one player, and is a reminder that all the ranch hands will be alone in the end.



















Friendship
   George and Lennie’s friendship is a key theme in the novel. Most of the major moments are centralised around their companionship. It is also important to understand that their friendship stems from years of camaraderie. 
· Their friendship represents how it is possible for the ranch hands to overcome their isolated existence, however, as was often the case, things cannot always turn out the way you would have hoped. Throughout the novel, it is important to note that George can be as dependent on Lennie as Lennie is to George.
· In the time the story was set, many men took to wandering the length of the country looking for work. Owing to the lack of work, however, jobs were usually offered to one person at a time. This meant that friendship was a rare occurrence and this accentuates the significant contrast that the friendship between Lennie and George represents.
· Steinbeck draws attention to their friendship in a number of ways. The boss and Curley are immediately very suspicious of it as it is not seen as the norm and this point is made regularly. Even Slim is surprised by their companionship and especially since both George and Lennie are such different characters – “A cuckoo like him and a smart little guy like you.” George backs up the friendship by saying “he ain’t no cuckoo” and that life is better if you “go around with a guy you know.”
· On the ranch there is a large amount of mutual respect between all workers, and this is most predominant in Slim; all the ranch hands respect him and trust his judgement. Whilst there is respect, this doesn’t necessarily equate to friendship. There are no men who are as close as George and Lennie but the only example that goes as far as to hint at friendship is the affection Whit has for Bill Tenner after finding the magazine with his letter in.
· The only other strong relationship is between Candy and his dog, since although Curley is married to his wife, they aren’t close.
· Crooks has no friends due to the colour of his skin and low social status on the ranch. Again some of the men do respect him as they made Smitty not use his legs when they were fighting at Christmas, however Crooks has only a conversational relationship with Slim. Crooks is jealous of George and Lennie’s relationship and he nastily tries to put Lennie in Crook’s shoes to see how he would feel. This scares Lennie into an angry state as he fears the loss of his friend.
· The fact that George and Lennie have been such close friends for such a long time and the fact that they both need each other, for companionship and protection means that their friendship is all the more special. In a time where friendship was so unusual, the likelihood of George finding another friend to get as close to as Lennie is very unlikely.  All of these points make the decision that George has to make to kill his best, and only, friend even more dramatic.







Dreams and Broken Dreams
The American Dream
     The standard American dream for people living in the 1930s was to live independently with job quality dependent on own hard work and free choice, as opposed to being forced to do it for wealth or political reasons. They also dream of a piece of land to call their own so they are self-sufficient. America was thought to be a land of ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’ and this was all the working class man wanted. Without dreams, you would expect the men to feel like their life wasn’t worth living.
The Title of the Book
     ‘Broken dreams’ is also a theme that is linked with the title of the book: “Of Mice and Men”. It comes from a line in a poem written by Scottish poet Robert Burns living from 1759-96. 
“The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men, Gang aft agley, An’ lea’e  us nought but grief an’ pain, For primis’d joy!” This is a collection of lines from the poem entitled “To a mouse” by Burns.
It almost summarises the novel in that the best planned dreams of everyone often get ruined and leave the dreamer in grief and pain, instead of the intended joy. This is obviously linked to the whole narrative of the novel. The titles of the poem and novel also link to the scene when Lennie kills the mouse petting it at the beginning of the novel.
How this applies to the ranch
     The men on the ranch are going nowhere. The majority of them spend all their money at the end of the month on drink or in a “cat house”, or brothel. Prime examples of ranch men lacking any motivation in life are Whit and Carlson; neither of them have a dream or ambition in life. These characters are the function Steinbeck uses to enable the reader to get an idea of the stereotypical ranch hand.
     George and Lennie dream of having a better life and “livin’ off the fatta the lan’”. However they can never achieve this dream because of Lennie and we get hints throughout the novel that they are doomed to fail. Crooks is a realist and tells Lennie and Candy in the fourth section fo the book that he sees “hundreds of men...with the same damn thing in their heads...Every god damn one of ‘em’s got a little piece of land in his head. An’ never a god damn one of ‘em ever gets it.”
     Steinbeck uses Crooks to tell the readers and the characters that the ‘American dream’ is just that- a dream. At the start of the novel, the dream is just a story that is told rhythmically around the campfire. However as the narrative progresses, with the inclusion of Candy’s money, the dream comes closer and closer to becoming a reality, until Crooks’ prophecy comes true in the dramatic collapse of their dreams following Lennie’s killing of Curley’s Wife. The final telling of the story is monotonous in tone, representing how George has truly given up on his dream and accepted his grim future prospects of being just a typical ranch hand. While both George and Lennie had dreamt of owning their own dream farm, George would feel guilty and constantly reminded of Lennie if he decided to continue his dream without him. The dream may have been instigated by George, however it was made for Lennie and dies with him.
     Curley’s Wife also had a dream of being in the “pitchers” and going to premieres. Her dream isn’t seen as too serious because it’s more of a fantasy. She was told when she was younger by a man that she could be in the movies. However when he never wrote back to her, her dreams faded. She is convinced that her mother kept the letters from her, but we know this probably wasn’t true. However it led Curley’s Wife to settle for marrying Curley and living ignored, but well off and away from her mother. When she is living on the ranch she admits that she regrets her decision to marry Curley as she doesn’t like him. The only time we really see her at peace is when she is talking about her dream of getting of the ranch and also when we see her dead. “And the meanness and the plannings and the discontent and the ache for attention were all gone from her face. She was very pretty and simple, and her face was sweet and young.”



Prejudice and Injustice
     The novel is a socially conscious one and it tells the story of characters and their futile efforts to try and make a better life for themselves which are thwarted by the social injustices of 1930s America.
Prejudice – unreasonable feelings, opinions or attitudes, especially of a hostile nature, regarding a racial group, religious or national group.
Injustice -  violation of another’s rights or of what is right; lack of justice.
Racial Prejudice
     During 1930s America, the setting of the novel, there were many cases of racial prejudice, especially in the Southern States. There was a strong tension between eh black Americans who migrated north and the rich white living there. In the Southern states, black people were paid far lower wages than the whites and there was a lot of racial discrimination when applying for a job. 
     There is only one black character in the novel, Crooks the stable buck, and he is handicapped with a ‘crooked back’. This is the only reason he is kept on in the ranch. The ranch men are very wary of him, for example when Candy stands nervously at the door when he discovers Lennie talking to Crooks in his room. Crooks is a solitary, lonely character who is not allowed in the bunk house. The men also stay away from his room, which is also near the dung heap. People like the boss and Curley use Crooks to release their anger and vent their rage: “...An’ he gives the stable buck hell too.” An example of how even women could show their dominance over black people is when Curley’s wife threatens him in that he could be lynched simply by the suggestion of rape, and no trial would be needed. On the other hand, Steinbeck goes against the stereotypical black man and makes Crooks the most intellectual character in the novel. He is well read, cultured with his “gold-rimmed spectacles” and knows his rights well and understands them. He also has quite a deep insight into religion that he mentions to Candy and Lennie. When Crooks was a child, there was racial discrimination from both parties as his father disapproved of his playing with the white children.
Sexual Discrimination
     Sexual discrimination is very apparent in the novel. The portrayal of women is both limited and unflattering. This disgust of women can stem from previous experiences such as in the case of George and Lennie back in Weed, in which they were forced to abandon work as a result of an incident involving a woman. From that point on, George especially, is defiant to stay clear of women as he is convinced that women are always the source of trouble.
     As the only woman on the ranch, Curley’s wife also experiences this discrimination. She is not given a name, which makes her more of an object or possession than a person. All the ranch men also believe that she is “jailbait” and a “tart” as she dresses up often and wears lots of make-up. She also talks to them in a very suggestive way such as telling Lennie that she “likes machines”, implying that she liked him. The true reason why she does this, however, is that she is just not very clever and has nothing else to do and she is, above all, lonely. There is a case of double standards here as although they call her a tart, none of the men mind going out on a Saturday night to a “cat house”, or brothel.
Injustice
There are many examples of injustice in ‘Of Mice and Men’:
· “Curley’s like a lot of little guys. He hates big guys.” – Curley’s Napoleon complex explaining why he picks on Lennie so readily.
· The bus driver doesn’t show George and Lennie and respect by not taking them the whole way to the ranch – “God damn near four miles, that’s what it was! Didn’t wanta stop at the ranch gate, that’s what.”
· Curley’s wife doesn’t have a name because she is a woman and therefore not considered a person but a possession.
· When Lennie only wanted to touch the girl’s dress in Weed, she accused him of rape; they had to flee as her story would’ve been believed over his.
· Crooks is not allowed in the bunkhouse because he is black.
· Curley wanting to “shoot for his guts” – to give Lennie a slow, painful death.
· Lennie didn’t mean to kill Curley’s wife, but no jury or lynch party would believe that.
Fairness
Despite the large amount of injustices, there are a few cases of fairness:
· Crooks and Candy are both allowed to stay on the ranch despite one having a crooked back and the other only one hand.
· One Christmas, after copious amounts of whisky, Crooks and “...skinner name of Smitty” have a fight but because of Crooks’ back, Smitty is not allowed to use his feet.




Fate and Destiny
     
The title of the novel is based on the poem “To A Mouse, Upon Turning Her Up In Her Nest With The Plough” by Robert Burns. The most significant lines in the poem are “ the best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men, gang aft agley,” and the latter part of those lines means ‘often go wrong’. Steinbeck uses this, and the pity felt by Burns towards the mouse, to relate to the poor men whose plans were similarly wrecked by fate.

The title also links to Lennie’s attraction to soft things, which dictates the direction of the novel. From the very beginning we see displays of Lennie’s strength – he starts off squashing a mouse simply because it nipped him. This progressed to him killing a puppy, and then finally a full grown woman. The poem and Lennie’s actions are directly linked by both the title of the novel and the contents of the poem, which prepare the reader for a disastrous event.

In Burns’ poem, the mice – which are small and weak – are pitted against fate and destiny – huge and overpoweringly strong. In the novel, Lennie takes both roles. He takes the role of fate and destiny – overwhelmingly strong compared to the mice, the puppy and Curley’s wife; all of whom dies at his hand. He also takes the role of the small and weak individual compared to fate, which plays him throughout the novel, finally resulting in his own death. We are reminded at the end of the novel by George that he “knew this would happen one day”, which reflects how fate cannot be altered, no matter how much they want it to.

In the novel, George and Lennie have a dream to save enough money to buy their own little farm. They want to grow their own food and “live off the fatta’ the lan’”. Part of the reason that George longs for the farm is because he acts as Lennie’s carer, and the farm will provide both a way to protect Lennie from himself and anyone that may potentially be a victim of his outstanding strength. As the novel progresses, their dream becomes closer and more real; “This thing they had never really believed in was coming true.” However the reader knows that their dream will never be fulfilled because Steinbeck indicates throughout the novel that something is going to go wrong. As Lennie displays his strength and unreliability more and more frequently, the reader senses that it has never been their destiny to make their dream a reality. This links to the meaning of the title, because George and Lennie spent long hours planning their farm, and they never got to do it.

Throughout the novel, more and more people get involved in the dream. By the end of it, George, Lennie, Candy, Crooks and Curley’s wife all know about it. As the number of people in the know increases, the reader can see that it is almost inevitable that fate will go against them, however the characters believe that they are getting closer and closer to realising their dream. This is, ultimately, what makes the ending so dramatic as their dreams are all crushed by the inevitability of fate.












