English Literature- Of Mice and Men- Themes
POWER AND POWERLESSNESS
-There is a clear hierarchy on the ranch. The boss, obviously, has the most power on the ranch as he employs the men. He has respect from the men because he treats them quite fairly- at Christmas he gave them a “gallon of whiskey”. Curley’s son is next in the hierarchy because he is the boss’s son but no one likes him because “he’s alla the time picking scraps” and uses his power over the other men to intimidate them. Slim has power on the ranch because he’s the “jerkline skinner” and he has earned his respect and authority because of his skill and kindness. He is described as “prince of the ranch”. Next in the hierarchy are the normal ranch hands: Carlson, Whit and George. As migrant workers, they are powerless over the conditions they work in and the pay they receive because of how many other migrant workers there are willing to take their jobs. These men are economically powerless as well as being socially powerless- they spend all their money on a  Saturday night, on alcohol and cathouses instead of saving their money up to achieve their dreams, like owning their own land.  In society, migrant workers have very little power but these men have more power than the black, disabled, old, mentally disabled and women. Next is Crooks, Candy, Lennie and Curley’s wife who are all victims of some type of prejudice. 
-One way that Steinbeck presents power is where people live. Curley and his wife live together in a “house”, the ranch hands live in the whitewashed, Spartan “bunkhouse” and Crooks lives in a “bunk in the harness room”. This shows that Curley and his wife have the most power (other than the boss), followed by the ranch hands then Crooks. 
-Steinbeck also uses the way the men dress to demonstrate their power. The boss and Curley wear “high heeled boots and spurs to prove he is not a labouring man” whilst the other men wear “blue jeans and a short denim jacket”. 
-Power can come from strength (having physical or mental strength will usually mean you are powerful) whilst powerlessness can come from weakness, whether physical, mental or from the prejudices in society. 
George and Lennie: When the two characters are first introduced “one stayed behind the other” which gives the impression George is more powerful than Lennie. When George does something, Lennie usually copies him “Lennie got up and did the same”- like a child, the inferior, would copy their parent, the superior. George gives Lennie many instructions such as to “not even take a look” at Curley’s wife which represents George’s power over him. However, George looks after Lennie for example he carries Lennie’s work card: “I got both of ‘em here” and as a result, Lennie is much stronger and has more power in the world with George than he would on his own. Without George, Lennie would never been able to get a job and he’d be the victim of abuse about his disorder. In the end, George is powerless over Lennie’s strength and cannot be there to protect him all the time and so Lennie ends up killing Curley’s wife. 
Curley and Curley’s wife: As a man in 1930s America, Curley had a lot of power over his wife. Curley goes to the cathouse on a Saturday night but his wife isn’t even allowed to talk to the other men “else Curley gets mad”. Curley’s wife is powerless on the ranch and completely dependent on Curley, as she doesn’t have a job and is angry at her parents.
Crooks, Candy, Lennie and Curley’s wife: These four characters are the most powerless and weakest on the ranch. Curley’s wife tries to show the other four she has the most power by calling them “a bunch of bindle stiffs, a nigger, a dum’ dum’ and a lousy ol’ sheep”- she rarely has power, but when she can use, Curley’s wife does. Her cruelty is the result of the oppression and poor treatment she receives from the men and the society in general. However, Curley’s wife is still powerless in this situation and Candy fights back saying “I had enough”. Steinbeck describes that he had the most power and “was the master of the situation”. Candy is sticking up for himself and his friends and demonstrating power that he usually would not have, as an old, disabled man. Crooks, like Candy and Curley’s wife, tries to demonstrate his power and tells Curley’s wife to leave saying “You got no rights coming in a coloured man’s room”. Unfortunately, Curley’s wife uses this as her opportunity to personally attack Crooks and tell him:  “You know what I can do to you if you open your trap” “I could get you strung up on a tree so easy it ain’t even funny”. Crooks was powerless again and “drew into himself”. In this situation, three out of the four powerless characters try to demonstrate their power over one another because they know that within a normal group of people, they would be the weakest. Each character has a prejudice working against them, whether it be racism, sexism or ageism, which prevents them from having power in a normal conversation. Steinbeck presents that oppression and abuse does not come from the powerful but this powerless who can feel powerful when attacking someone weaker than them- this represents the predatory nature of human existence.
Candy and Lennie’s powerlessness is highlighted by Steinbeck when Curley’s wife says “nobody’d listen to you and you know it” after Candy threatens to tell if she frames Crooks. Curley’s wife has slightly more power on the ranch than a normal woman would because she is the boss’ son’s wife. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Slim and Curley: Technically, Curley should have more power than Slim, because Curley is the boss’ son. However, Slim has earnt his respect and this makes his authority much more powerful. Steinbeck describes that Slim’s “authority was so great that his word was taken on any subject”. Slim has power over Curley and when he decides Lennie doesn’t deserve punishment for crushing Curley’s hand he tells Curley “But you jus’ tell an’ try to get this guy canned and we’ll tell everybody” about how his hand got crushed. Curley only has power because of his father’s position whilst Slim has power because of the way he treats people and his fairness. Steinbeck presents that true power is earnt by people through respect and fairness rather than given to people because of their status.
