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Introduction: The Enduring Power of a Tragic Tale

John Steinbeck's novella, Of Mice and Men, has captivated readers for generations.
Set during the Great Depression, this compact yet powerful story explores profound
themes of friendship, loneliness, and the elusive American Dream. For anyone
seeking a comprehensive Of Mice And Men Summary, this article will provide a
detailed breakdown of the plot, its memorable characters, and the rich symbolism
that makes the book a staple of American literature. Whether you are a student
preparing for an exam or a reader revisiting a classic, understanding the layers of
this narrative reveals why it remains as relevant today as it was upon its publication
in 1937.
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Historical Context: The Dust Bowl and the Great
Depression

To fully grasp the desperation and hope that drives the characters, one must
understand the world Steinbeck wrote about. The novel is set in the 1930s, a time
when the Great Depression had left millions of people unemployed and homeless.
The Dust Bowl in the Midwest had displaced countless farming families, forcing them
to become migrant workers. These men traveled from ranch to ranch, working
temporary jobs for meager wages, with no permanent home or community. It was a
life of profound isolation, a theme that Steinbeck masterfully explores through his
characters. This historical backdrop is not just a setting; it is a driving force behind
the dreams and fears of every character in the story.
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Steinbeck creates a small but incredibly vivid cast of characters. Each one
represents a different facet of the human condition during this harsh era. A good Of
Mice And Men Summary must begin with these central figures.

George Milton: The Protector and the Pragmatist

George is a small, sharp-witted man who is the caretaker and friend of Lennie Small.
He is fiercely intelligent and deeply cynical about the world, yet he harbors a soft
spot for Lennie. George’s dream of owning a piece of land is not just about wealth; it
is about belonging, independence, and building a life free from the transient misery
of the migrant worker. He carries the weight of responsibility for Lennie, and this
burden often surfaces as frustration, but beneath it lies a profound sense of loyalty
and love. George is the moral compass of the story, and his final decision is the most
heartbreaking moment in the narrative.
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Lennie Small: The Gentle Giant

Lennie is physically enormous and impossibly strong, but he has the mind of a child.
He is innocent, gentle, and deeply attached to George. Lennie loves soft
things—mice, puppies, and the hair of women—but his inability to control his own
strength leads to tragedy. His obsession with tending rabbits on the dream farm
symbolizes his longing for safety, routine, and a life without fear. Lennie is not
intentionally cruel; he simply does not understand his own power or the
consequences of his actions. He is the heart of the novel, and his vulnerability makes
the story deeply tragic.

Candy: The Discarded Old Man

Candy is an old ranch hand who has lost one hand in an accident. He lives in fear of
becoming useless, having already been forced to watch his ancient dog be shot by
another worker. Candy is desperate to join George and Lennie’'s dream, offering his
life savings to buy into the farm. His character represents the fear of obsolescence
and the deep loneliness of old age. He is a stark reminder of the disposable nature of
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human life in a world driven by utility.
Curley’s Wife: The Lonely Dreamer

Often dismissed as a temptress, Curley’s wife is a deeply tragic figure. She is the
only woman on the ranch, married to a jealous and aggressive man. She is
desperately lonely and craves conversation and attention. Her dream was to be a
movie star, a fantasy that never came true. She is a victim of her circumstances,
trapped in a marriage that offers no love and a world that denies her any agency.
Her death is the catalyst for the novel’s climax.

Crooks: The Isolated Intellectual

Crooks is the black stable hand, segregated from the other workers because of his
race. He is intelligent, proud, and bitter. He keeps to himself, reading books in his
small room in the barn. His solitude is enforced by the racist social structures of the
time. He is initially skeptical of George and Lennie’'s dream, but he is momentarily
drawn to the possibility of a life without loneliness. His character is a powerful
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commentary on systemic racism and the universal human need for companionship.
Slim: The Natural Leader

Slim is the jerkline skinner on the ranch. He is respected by everyone for his skill, his
wisdom, and his quiet authority. He is the only character who seems to understand
the bond between George and Lennie without judgment. Slim serves as a moral
anchor in the story, often offering quiet counsel to George. He is the one who
comforts George after the final tragedy, recognizing the enormity of what has been
lost.

Detailed Plot Summary: From Dream to Dust

Now, let us walk through the key events of the novella. This Of Mice And Men
Summary will trace the journey of George and Lennie from hope to heartbreak.
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Chapter One: The Banks of the Salinas River

The story opens in a peaceful clearing near the Salinas River in California. George
and Lennie, dressed in denim work clothes, stop to camp for the night before
heading to a ranch where they have secured work. It is here that we first see the
dynamic of their relationship. Lennie has a dead mouse in his pocket, which he has
been petting. George scolds him and throws it away, reminding Lennie of the trouble
he caused in Weed, the previous town, where he touched a woman'’s dress and was
accused of assault. George then recites their shared dream: to own a small farm with
rabbits, chickens, and alfalfa. This dream is their beacon of hope. Lennie pleads for
George to tell him about the rabbits, and George does so, but with a sense of
weariness. The chapter establishes the deep bond between the two men and sets
the stage for their fragile dream.

Chapter Two: Life on the Ranch

The next morning, George and Lennie arrive at the ranch. They are met by Candy,
who shows them to their bunkhouse. They learn about the other workers: the boss,
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Curley (the boss’s aggressive son), and Curley’s wife. Curley is immediately hostile,
sensing that Lennie is a threat. George warns Lennie to stay away from Curley and
especially from Curley’s wife, whom George recognizes as trouble. The men also
meet Slim, the respected skinner, and Carlson, a worker who complains about
Candy’s old dog. Carlson argues that the dog is suffering and should be shot,
pressuring Candy to allow it. This event foreshadows a later, much more painful loss.
George also meets Lennie’s face as he smiles, revealing his childlike nature.

Chapter Three: The Dream Takes Shape

This chapter is pivotal. George and Lennie talk with Candy, and George accidentally
reveals the details of their dream farm. Candy, having just lost his dog and fearing
his own future, begs to be included. He offers his life savings of $350 to help buy the
farm. George, initially hesitant, agrees. For the first time, the dream seems tangible
and real. The three men imagine a life where they answer to no one. However, the
mood darkens when Curley enters the bunkhouse, looking for his wife. He provoked
by Lennie’'s smiling silence, attacks him. Lennie, terrified, looks to George for
permission to defend himself. George tells him to fight back. Lennie crushes Curley’s
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hand, breaking several bones. Slim warns Curley to say that he got his hand caught
in a machine, or else the entire ranch will know the truth. This incident solidifies
Lennie’s difference and places the entire group under a cloud of potential violence.

Chapter Four: The Night of Loneliness

This chapter takes place in Crooks’s room in the barn. Most of the men have gone
into town, leaving Crooks alone. Lennie, wandering in, is drawn to the light and
company. Crooks initially turns him away, bitter about the segregation. However, he
relents, and they talk. Lennie reveals the dream of the farm, and Crooks is skeptical,
saying that such dreams never come true. Candy joins them, further discussing the
farm. Crooks is momentarily tempted by the idea of belonging. Meanwhile, Curley’s
wife enters, seeking company. She is met with hostility from Crooks, who tells her to
leave. She threatens him, reminding him of his powerlessness. The scene is a
powerful portrayal of loneliness and the social hierarchies that divide people. After
she leaves, Crooks withdraws his offer to join the farm, saying he was just joking.
The dream is already showing cracks.
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Chapter Five: The Tragic Climax

This is the most heartbreaking chapter. Lennie is in the barn, upset because he has
accidentally killed his puppy while petting it too hard. He is terrified that George will
be angry and will not let him tend the rabbits. Curley’s wife enters and finds Lennie.
She sits with him, speaking about her lonely life and her lost dream of being a movie
star. She discovers that Lennie likes soft things and invites him to touch her hair.
Lennie does so, but his grip is too strong. She screams. Lennie, panicked, tries to
silence her, and in the struggle, he accidentally breaks her neck. He realizes what he
has done and flees to the spot George had told him to go in case of trouble. When
the body is discovered, Curley demands a lynching. George, knowing what must be
done, takes a gun from Carlson. He tells the others that Lennie has gone in the
direction of the river, but he goes a different way to find him first.

Chapter Six: The Final Act of Mercy

George finds Lennie at the designated spot by the river. Lennie is calm,
remembering George’s instructions. George tells him to look across the river and



Of Mice And Men Summary

imagine the farm. He begins to tell the story of their dream, just as he has done
countless times before. As Lennie listens, smiling at the vision of the rabbits, George
raises the gun. He shoots Lennie in the back of the head, a merciful death that
prevents Lennie from being captured and tortured by the mob. Slim is the only one
who understands. He puts his arm around George and says, “You hadda, George. |
swear you hadda.” The other men, including Curley, accept the story that Lennie had
the gun and George took it. The novel ends with George walking away with Slim,
leaving the shattered dream behind. It is a devastating conclusion to an Of Mice
And Men Summary.

Key Themes and Analysis
The power of Steinbeck’s novella lies in its rich thematic content. A thorough Of
Mice And Men Summary must explore these ideas.
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The Fragility of the American Dream

The most prominent theme is the impossibility of the American Dream for the
disenfranchised. George and Lennie’s farm is a symbol of independence, safety, and
self-sufficiency. However, the novel argues that this dream is an illusion. It is crushed
by the harsh realities of economic depression, systemic injustice, and human
fallibility. The dream is a source of hope, but it is also a form of escape from a brutal
reality. Ultimately, the dream is destroyed, not by malice, but by the very nature of a
world that preys on the weak.

Loneliness and Isolation

Every character in the novel is profoundly lonely. George is isolated by his
responsibility for Lennie. Lennie is isolated by his disability. Candy is isolated by his
age and disability. Curley’s wife is isolated by her gender and her marriage. Crooks



