English Literature- Of Mice and Men- Themes
PREJUDICE AND ATTITUDES
Black people:
-In the 1930s, ‘racism’ was not a term that existed. Despite slavery being abolished over 100 years earlier in 1833, black people still did not have equal rights to white people in America. Lynching was still quite common but black people did have a greater access to education. Steinbeck uses Crooks to present the racial prejudice black people faced across America at the time. Crooks did not have roots in slavery, like most black people, but instead grew up on his father’s “chicken ranch”. He had white friends when he was younger, but his father “didn’t like that”. Where Crooks grew up, “There wasn’t another coloured family for miles around”. 
-There is a lot of casual racism throughout the novel. The first thing we hear about Crooks is from Candy: “the stable buck’s a nigger”- Candy does not use the term offensively, in fact he them goes on to say he’s a “nice fella”. The men continuously refer to Crooks as “nigger” which was still used offensively in 1937 but many people (like Candy) who weren’t actually prejudiced used the term. 
-Crooks is a victim of abuse from the other men, the boss and Curley’s wife. “the boss gives him hell when he’s mad”. The boss appears to let his anger out on Crooks just because he is black. On Christmas day, when Crooks is finally allowed in the bunkhouse, “Smitty took after” him (meaning they had a fight).  Curley’s wife makes huge threats against him just because he told her to leave his room, she says: “I could get you strung up so easily”.  He has the least authority on the ranch and is the lowest of the low- even lower than Curley’s wife, a woman, Candy, an old disabled man, and Lennie, who is mentally disabled.
-Crooks is isolated from the other men because of his race. He lives away from the other men: he “had his bunk in the harness room; a little shed that leaned off the wall of the barn”- this is because he’s black and the other men say he “stinks”. There were segregation laws in America at the time. Crooks says that “Guys don’t come into a coloured man’s room very often” and it is only Slim and the boss who had ever been in his room before Lennie, Candy and Curley’s wife come in on the Saturday night. 
-Steinbeck presents that Crooks is intelligent- he is literate and aware of his rights. Crooks has “books in his room”, including “a tattered dictionary and a mauled copy of the California civil code for 1905”- tattered and mauled demonstrating how much Crooks reads them. This is sad because Crooks appears to be educated so would be able to get a much better job but he can’t because he is black. Crooks’ copy of the California civil code reminds the reader about the lack of rights that black people had at the time. 
-Despite the treatment he receives, Crooks is still is very respectful, calling Slim “Mr Slim”. He knows his place and the ranch and realises “If I say something, why it’s just a nigger sayin’ it”. Even when Curley’s wife verbally attacks him, Lennie and Candy in the barn, he “retired into the terrible protective dignity of the negro” and is respectful to her, replying “Yes ma’am”. He “reduced himself to nothing” instead of fighting back although he had done nothing wrong.  This presents the harsh reality of life as a black man at the time- people could go around calling you “nigger” and threatening to “get you strung up on a tree” but you had to be respectful or risk losing your job and even worse your life. 
-Crooks is very private and defensive: “he kept his distance and demanded that other people keep theirs” and pretends that he doesn’t want the men to come into his room: “it was difficult for Crooks to conceal his pleasure with anger”. Through this, Steinbeck is suggesting that the prejudice Crooks has faced made him this way- he isolates himself because he knows he is looked down on by the men and doesn’t want to be a victim of their abuse. However, deep down, Crooks wants friends and to feel accepted- like he was when he was younger. 
-Lennie is one of the few characters, along with perhaps Slim, who doesn’t treat Crooks any differently because of his race: when Crooks says he “ain’t wanted” in the bunkhouse, Lennie asks "Why ain’t you wanted?". Steinbeck perhaps is suggesting the ridiculousness of racism- Lennie is a character who is often compared to an animal (“strong as a bull” etc.) and so this suggests that racism is unnatural. Lennie does not understand that someone is treated differently because of the colour of their skin and so doesn’t understand the institution of racism. 
-Crooks is very pessimistic, saying “Noboby never gets to heaven”. This is similar to the view on equal rights for black people- they seemed almost impossible at the time. 
-Crooks is the only character that Curley’s wife doesn’t actually flirt with. Instead, she picks on him and make sure he knows he is weaker than her: “Listen, Nigger… You know what I can do to you if you open your trap?”. Considering Curley’s wife even flirts with Lennie, who is mentally a child, this shows just how inferior black people were seen as. 


Women:
During the war (1914-1918), women took on many jobs because the men were away fighting. This raised their status in society and they got the vote in 1920- even then they still were not treated equally. During the Depression, women’s status fell again as it was claimed they were taking the jobs away from men and they were often the first workers to be fired. This meant women lost some of their independence and many more women returned to life in the home: looking after children, cooking and cleaning. In the 1930s, there were two main types of women: the sexual and the motherly. There are only five women in Steinbeck’s novella: Curley’s wife, Aunt Clara, Susy and Clara, and the women in the red dress from Weed. Curley’s wife is the only women we meet. 
-Aunt Clara represents the motherly women: when Lennie is talking to the imaginary Aunt Clara “She wore thick bull’s-eye glasses and she wore a huge gingham apron with pockets and she was starched and clean”. Aunt Clara “baked cakes” and gave Lennie mice to pet. 
-Susy and Clara run the two local brothels. Prostitution is seen as natural in the men’s life which represents the men’s view on women- they just treat them as sexual objects. 
-The girl in the red dress from Weed caused trouble for George and Lennie. She claimed Lennie had raped her and there was a party sent out to “lynch Lennie”. This links with the men’s portrayal of women as trouble makers. 
Curley’s wife is the only female main character in the novella and Steinbeck mainly uses her to show the sexism and stereotyping women faced in 1930s America. Up until section five, in the barn with Lennie, Steinbeck presents Curley’s wife as a troublemaker and a bad wife but in section five, Steinbeck suggests the reasoning behind Curley’s wife’s behaviour. Like with Crooks, he suggests that her behaviour is caused by the way she is treated by the ranch hands and society in general. 
-Troublemakers: The sexualised women, like Curley’s wife, were seen as troublemakers. From the start, Steinbeck presents Curley’s wife as trouble when Candy says “Wait’ll you see Curley’s wife” which immediately gives negative connotations- makes the reader think what is it that’s so shocking that we need to see. George thinks Curley’s wife will cause trouble for Curley: “Curley got his work ahead of him. Bet she’d clear out for twenty bucks.”- he thinks she will be unfaithful to him. Similarly, George also thinks Curley’s wife will cause trouble for him and Lennie and tells Lennie “don’t even take a look at that bitch”. Crooks thinks she will cause trouble: “Maybe you better go along to your own house now. We don’t want no trouble” and Lennie doesn’t talk to her because “George says you’ll get us in a mess”. Candy blames Curley’s wife for getting killed and ruining the dream: “Ever’body knowed you’d mess it up”. It is ironic that Curley’s wife does actually end up causing trouble for George and Lennie but it is not her fault- she was very innocent in the situation and was just trying to talk to someone about her hopes and dreams. Perhaps, if the other men had talked to Curley’s wife and not treated her so poorly she would have been less determined to finally talk to someone and not have ended up in the situation with Lennie in the first place. Steinbeck also uses the woman from Weed to present women as troublemakers- because she was the reason that George and Lennie were “run out” and the women in the cathouses because they are the reason men can’t achieve their dreams- the men spend all their money on the cathouses. 
-Curley’s wife is presented as a flirt: Candy then says “she got the eye” and she is continuously referred to using derogatory terms such as “tart”, “looloo” and “jailbait” by the men- just because she wanted to talk to the men as she is lonely. 
-Curley’s wife’s appearance is heavily focused on which, again, shows how the men objective women.  After Candy brings up Curley’s wife, George’s first question is: “Purty?” and Slim calls her “Good-lookin’”- even Slim who is nice to Crooks and understands George and Lennie’s relationship focuses on her appearance. Similarly, Lennie, who doesn’t understand racism, knows enough to be attracted to Curley’s wife and his “eyes moved down over her body”. 
-George is prejudiced against Curley’s wife from the start and calls her “jailbait” etc. without even getting to know her. He assumes, because she is a woman, she will cause trouble. 
-Women were meant to stay at home and do the cooking and the cleaning. Carlson ask Curley why he doesn’t tell his wife “to stay the hell home where she belongs”. Curley’s wife doesn’t want to be confined in her house, telling Crooks, Candy and Lennie: “Think I like to stick in that house alla the time”. The men feel it is Curley’s job, as a husband, to ensure that Curley’s wife stays out of trouble and as a result Curley becomes very controlling of his wife and forbids her from talking to the men: Curley’s wife says “I can’t talk to nobody but Curley. Else he gets mad”
-Curley’s wife belongs to Curley. Not once do we find out her real name which shows that women were just possessions of the men.  Curley uses her as a trophy when he walks around with “a glove fulla Vaseline” to keep “that hand soft for his wife”- but in reality, it is probably just to show off to the other men that he has a wife and they don’t. 
-The only good description of Curley’s wife throughout the whole novella is when she is dead: “she was very pretty and simple and her face was sweet and young”.


It is important to remember that Steinbeck does not have bad views of women BUT he uses the views of the ranch hands to present the GENERAL view of women- not his. Steinbeck makes us sympathise with Curley’s wife by the end of the novel and through this he shows us the issues with the way women were treated.   

The elderly:
On the ranch, once you become old and are unable to do your job, you become useless and are “canned”. The shooting of Candy’s dog because “he ain’t no good” to Candy and “he ain’t no good to himself.” represents this exactly and foreshadows what may happen to Candy when he is fired. Even Slim says “I wisht somebody’d shoot me if I get old an’ cripple”. Candy’s constant fear of being canned derives from the attitude of these men and the reason they shot his dog: “they’ll can me purty soon”. Candy realises his dog was shot because “he wasn’t no good to himself nor nobody else” and, like Slim, says “When they can me here I wisht somebody’d shoot me”. Once Candy has been fired, he will have no place to go because there was no state pension and he fears this deeply- he would prefer to be dead than to have nowhere to go. In 1930s, once people had outlived their purpose they became useless and society as a whole no longer cared about them. 
The mentally disabled:
Mentalism is prejudiced based on a mental disability. In the 1930s, there was very little understanding about mental illness. Sufferers of a mental illness were outcasts who were sometimes even disowned from their own families or kept locked away from the rest of the community. They were often badly abused and their individual needs ignored. To ‘cure’ mental illnesses, people used drugs, electro-convulsive treatment and surgery.
-George’s emotional violence towards Lennie comes from the fact Lennie has a mental illness- he calls him a “crazy bastard”. It is particularly sad that Lennie is George’s only friend and George knows about Lennie’s mental illness yet he still continuously puts him down and attacks him. 
-People who were mentally disabled were less likely to get jobs: George tells Lennie not to talk to the boss because “If he finds out what a crazy bastard you are, we won’t get no job, but if he sees ya work before he hears ya talk, we’re set.” George then has to lie about Lennie being “kicked in the head by a horse when he was a kid” because he knows that the boss is very unlikely to hire someone who has a mental disability. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]-Curley’s attitude represents attitudes to mentally ill people at the time: “Well nex’ time you answer when you’re spoken to”. Curley becomes very violent towards Lennie and picks on him in the novella. 
-Crooks says, without George, Lennie will be tied up “with a collar like a dog”- which is sadly true
-George is forced to kill Lennie because the other alternative is that “they lock him up an’ strap him down and put him in a cage”. No one would understand that Lennie did not mean to kill Curley’s wife nor would they understand Lennie’s needs- due to the fact they didn’t understand mental 
