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The novella is set in the Great Depression and very few people suffered worse than the migrant workers who travelled alone round the country to find jobs on farms with low pay and poor conditions. “The American Dream is that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement.”- James Truslow Adams, 1931. Many migrant workers had dreams- to own land, to be rich etc. Along with these dreams, is the idea of companionship and independence- two things that they rarely have as migrant workers. 
George and Lennie’s Dream: “’Well,' said George, 'we'll have a big vegetable patch and a rabbit hutch and chickens. And when it rains in the winter, we'll just say the hell with goin' to work, and we'll build up a fire in the stove and set around it an' listen to the rain comin' down on the roof...’”
This is the perfect idea of independence, where they don’t have to worry about getting fired and can be their own bosses. For Lennie, this dream is provides security, responsibility (through tending the rabbits), and a sanctuary where he won't have to be afraid in a world full of fear for someone mentally disabled like him- Curley’s attitude represents attitudes to mentally ill people at the time: “Well nex’ time you answer when you’re spoken to”. To George, this means security, independence and being “somebody”. When George talks about their farm, he twice describes it in terms of things he loved in childhood: "I could build a smoke house like the one gran'pa had..." "An' we'd keep a few pigeons to go flyin' around the win'mill like they done when I was a kid." George yearns for his future to reflect the beauty of his childhood. 
George tells the story to Lennie almost as a bed time story or a way to calm him down- “he repeated his words rhythmically as though he had said them many times before” which suggests that he doesn’t think the dream will be real and is only keeping it alive for Lennie. He tells Lennie they can have “red and blue and green rabbits” which highlights how unrealistic the dream is. However, Lennie truly believes in the dream and the fact he remembers it despite the fact he forgets most other things shows its importance to him. 
Steinbeck begins to make the dream seem more realistic when Candy joins in on the dream. We learn there is actually a place that the three of them could buy “for six hundred bucks”. Candy says he’s got “three hundred an’ fifty bucks” he could put in from his compensation due to his injured hand and his wages. George and Lennie are able to contribute their 100 dollars of wages they will receive at the end of the month. For the first time, George actually believes they could get achieve their dreams- “I bet we could swing her”.
The dream is important to Candy because of his constant fear of being “canned” due to his age and disability. It offers him companionship which he longingly craves after losing his dog and a place for him to feel safe in his old age. 
Crooks is very cynical of them dream “I seen hundreds of men… an’ every damn one of ‘ems got a piece of land in their head. And never a God damn one of ‘em ever gets it”. This presents just how many migrant workers try to achieve the exact same thing and none of them ever do. Once Crooks hears about the dream and how realistic it is, however he too wants a part of it asking “If you guys would want a hand to work for nothing- just his keep, why I’d come an’ lend a hand.” The fact he would “work for nothing” demonstrates Crooks’ desperation to leave the ranch, however it links to slavery- slaves got nothing other than food and basic clothes and this is practically what Crooks is asking for. It is sad that Crooks’ dream of being his own person and having acceptance will come at such a high cost to him and he would sink so low to get it. After he has been verbally attacked by Curley’s wife, Crooks changes his mind and says he “didn’t mean it. Jus’ foolin’”- he realises it was nothing but a fantasy. For a short while, Crooks was able to dream of self-respect, acceptance and security in a world full of racial prejudice. 
Curley’s wife’s dream:
In section 5, we learn that Curley’s wife has a dream too. She wanted to be “in the movies” and wear “nice clothes”, stay in “big hotels” and “had pitchers” (meaning pictures) taken of her. In the 1930s, Hollywood was growing and so perhaps the dream of being in the movies paralleled the dream of having your own land- many people wanted it but very few actually achieved it. Curley’s wife only married Curley because she did not achieve her dream. She also dreams of friendship- and as the only woman on the ranch this has to be with the men. 
The ranch hand’s dream:
George, away from his dream with Lennie, also dreams of a better life: where he could get a “girl” and “stay in a cathouse all night… eat any place… Get a gallon of whisky, or set in a pool room and play cards or shoot pool”. This is a dream that many of the men do actually achieve, but at what cost? It kills their other dreams of owning their own land by taking their money. For most of the migrant workers, this dream masks their real dream for companionship and an end to their loneliness and suffering- which they know they will never achieve. Many men dream of making their mark in the world- this is the reasoning behind Whit’s excitement when his friend “Bill Tenner” is in the “pulp magazine”. Some of the pulp magazines provided a dream-like view of ranch life, or life in general, that the men aspired. The men also dream of having their own land, Crooks says “Seems like ever' guy got land in his head” and Candy develops this: “Everybody wants a little bit of land, not much. Jus’ somethin’ that was his”. However, the dream is seen as pitiful on the ranch, because so many of the men know how unrealistic. George and Lennie were talking about the dream (in chapter 3- before Candy had joined) and “When Candy spoke they both jumped as though they had been caught doing something reprehensible”. 
The impossibility of dreams:
There are two main dreams in Of Mice and Men and both of them fail- Steinbeck represents the impossibility of dreams. 
There is always something that each man has to battle to achieve the dream (some people may call this fate). At first they are difficult but not impossible, such as not spending money at cathouses and on liqueur, collecting enough money by staying on the ranch long enough- these problems appear to be overcome when Candy offers his money and George says “I bet we could swing her”. However, there are also harsher forces to overcome, both external and internal. Some of the external forces include the social prejudices, Curley’s violence and he threat from Curley’s wife (we know she will cause trouble because of Weed). The internal forces are Lennie’s strength which he cannot control and his need to touch soft things. Ironically, Lennie makes them dream worthwhile but in the end, he is the one who kills it. 
George and Lennie’s dream seemed impossible from the start. The use of it as a bed time story and the “red and blue and green rabbits” makes it seem very unrealistic. When the men realise they can achieve their dream “They fell into a silence. They looked at one another, amazed. This thing they had never really believed in was coming true”- this demonstrates the impossibility of dreams because no matter how much the men want to believe in it, they don’t actually believe their dream could come true as they know how impossible it is. Crooks’ cynicism about the dream also presents it as unrealistic: “I seen hundreds of men… an’ every damn one of ‘ems got a piece of land in their head. And never a God damn one of ‘em ever gets it”
The ranch workers are stuck in a vicious circle- they spend all their money in cathouses and are unable to move on or do anything with their life because they want the immediate reward instead of looking into the future. This sets George and Lennie apart but still represents how dreams never come true. Crooks says “ever’time a whore house or a blackjack game took what it takes” to get prevent their dreams from coming true, Crooks says “I seen too many guys with land in their head. They never get none under their hand”. 
The failure of Curley’s wife’s dream also demonstrates the impossibility of dreams. She meets a man who “says he was gonna put me in the movies” but Steinbeck suggests it was never going to actually happen. Curley’s wife blames her mother for throwing the letter (which the man from Hollywood was supposedly going to send her) in the bin but Steinbeck suggests that the letter never actually came and the man was just using her. This is very sad because Curley’s wife only marries Curley to get back at her mother. 
When George kills Lennie, he is killing the dream. Lennie is the greatest threat to the dream but the irony is that Lennie made the dream worthwhile. This demonstrates the impossibility of dreams. George admits: “I think I knowed from the very first. I think I knowed we’d never do her” Candy realises the dream is over when he says to Curley’s wife’s dead body: “Ever’body knowed you’d mess things up” then repeats the dream to himself: “in a sing song voice… ‘If there was a circus”. 
Even the novella’s title represents the impossibility of dreams. Of Mice and Men is taken from Robert Burns’ poem: 'The best laid schemes of mice and men/ Go often askew/ And leave us nothing but grief and pain,/ For promised joy!'. The mouse dreams of a safe, warm winter but faces the cold, loneliness and possibly death- like George and Lennie’s dream it has died. 
