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John Steinbeck’s “Of mice and men”
George and Lennie, two desolate drifters, walk from farm to farm to find at least a few days of work. This time, they are heading for a farm in the Salinas Valley 100 miles south of San Francisco. Their last job was at the Weed Farm, which they had to leave quite suddenly since Lennie became too interested in a girl’s dress.
George is described as small and quick with dark complexion, thin and slender. Lennie is his opposite, huge with large, pale eyes, dragging his feet with his arms hanging down. George has to do the thinking for both of them since Lennie is simple-minded. They walk the roads and work the fields together.
The Salinas Valley was an area well known to Steinbeck, since he grew up there. It provides the setting for many of his novels, e.g. The grapes of wrath. Many of his novels of the 1930s are about the poor rural underclass in California.
Knowing his radical views, one is tempted to interpret the novel as an allegory for the futility of the dreams of young labourers. Lennie’s dream in life is to take care of puppies and bunnies, but with his big strong hands he always accidentally breaks their necks. Time and time again he asks George to describe the small cottage that they some day will have together and the bunnies he will attend to there. George’s dream is to have his own homestead, just large enough to support him and Lennie. He knows a place with ten acres they can buy for six hundred dollars, and believes that he and Lennie can save $100 a month if they don’t spend any of it. But he does not realise that this is all a dream, since Lennie isn’t able to face the responsibilities that come with a small farm. All that Lennie wants to do is pet his animals. It would be hard work for two grown men to survive. But George would have to take the responsibility himself since Lennie can not be trusted to take any initiatives. “He can’t think of nothing to do himself, but he sure can take orders.” George tells Slim. George would have to supervise him every day. In a wider context, a poor man can not gain anything from the capitalistic system. He survives the day-to-day grind by nourishing futile dreams. George considers themselves to be special compared to other farm hands since they stay together, but does he realise that others also have dreams to fulfil? One-handed Candy wants to share the small farm with them and Crooks offers to work there just for the board.
Steinbeck writes in an naturalistic style. The labourers talk to each other in a rural and simple language, that I assume Steinbeck had first-hand experience of since his youth.  Expressions like Lennie’s “the fatta the lan’” or George’s ‘purty’ may be difficult to understand at first glance but when you understand them they bring colour to the text.. It is also naturalistic in the sense that the reader rarely knows what the characters think, only what they say. This aesthetic style makes it difficult to understand the last chapter where George shoots Lennie in the back. Is it to avoid being considered an accomplice in the manslaughter of Curly’s wife or just to get rid of the responsibilities of taking care of Lennie?
