of mice and men and the american dream

Of Mice and Men and the American Dream is a poignant exploration of the aspirations and disillusionments
faced by individuals during the Great Depression. John Steinbeck’s novella, first published in 1937,
encapsulates the struggles of itinerant workers in California, presenting a stark portrayal of friendship,
isolation, and the quest for a better life. Through the characters of George and Lennie, Steinbeck reveals the
complexities of the American Dream, illustrating how hope and ambition can coexist with despair and
failure. This article delves into the themes of the novella, the representation of the American Dream, and

the socio-economic context that shapes the characters' lives.

The American Dream: An Overview

The American Dream is a foundational concept in American culture, embodying the belief that through
hard work, determination, and initiative, individuals can achieve prosperity and success. Traditionally, this

dream is associated with:

1. Economic Opportunity: The idea that anyone can achieve financial success through hard work.
2. Social Mobility: The belief that individuals can improve their social status regardless of their background.

3. Personal Freedom: The notion that everyone has the right to pursue their own path to happiness.

However, Steinbeck's portrayal in Of Mice and Men complicates these ideals. The novella reveals how
systemic barriers, economic hardship, and personal limitations can thwart the pursuit of the American

Dream.

The Characters and Their Dreams

Of Mice and Men revolves around two main characters, George Milton and Lennie Small, whose dreams
reflect the broader American Dream narrative. Their aspirations are emblematic of the hopes of many

during the Great Depression.

George Milton

George is a small, wiry man who acts as a caretaker for Lennie. His dream is to own a piece of land, a place
where he and Lennie can live independently and free from the control of others. This longing for land

symbolizes:



- Self-sufficiency: George desires a life where he is not beholden to any employer.
- Security: The land represents a stable future, a refuge from the uncertainties of their transient lifestyle.

- Companionship: George’s dream includes Lennie, highlighting the importance of friendship and loyalty.

Lennie Small

Lennie, a large man with a mental disability, embodies innocence and vulnerability. His dreams are

simpler but deeply intertwined with George's aspirations. He dreams of:

- Tending rabbits: For Lennie, the idea of caring for rabbits symbolizes comfort and joy, reflecting his
childlike nature.
- A shared life with George: Lennie’s happiness is rooted in his connection with George, indicating that the

American Dream is not just about material success but also about relationships.

Disillusionment and Reality

As the novella progresses, the harsh realities of life for itinerant workers become evident. The dreams of
George and Lennie are undermined by their circumstances, emphasizing the fragility of the American

Dream.

The Great Depression Context

The backdrop of the Great Depression plays a crucial role in shaping the characters’ experiences. The

economic turmoil of the 1930s resulted in:

- High unemployment rates: Many individuals, like George and Lennie, were forced to migrate in search
of work.

- Widespread poverty: The struggle for basic survival overshadowed dreams of prosperity.

- Social stratification: The gap between the wealthy and the poor widened, making it difficult for the

underprivileged to achieve upward mobility.

Failed Relationships

The characters in Of Mice and Men experience a profound sense of isolation, which further complicates

their pursuit of the American Dream:



- Curley’s Wife: She represents the unfulfilled dreams of many women during this era, seeking attention
and connection in a male-dominated society. Her tragic fate underscores the loneliness and lack of agency
faced by women.

- Candy: An aging ranch worker who fears being cast aside, Candy’s dream of joining George and Lennie
highlights the desperate need for companionship and security in a world that often dismisses the elderly
and disabled.

- Crooks: The African American stable hand, Crooks, faces racial discrimination, which restricts his dreams
and isolates him from the other characters. His yearning for companionship and equality speaks to the

broader social injustices of the time.

Symbolism of the American Dream

In Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck employs various symbols to represent the complexities and contradictions of

the American Dream.

The Dream of Owning Land

The dream of owning a piece of land serves as a powerful symbol throughout the novella. For George and

Lennie, this land represents:

- Freedom: An escape from the oppressive cycle of labor and poverty.
- Hope: A tangible goal that keeps them motivated despite their struggles.

- Identity: Owning land signifies a sense of belonging and purpose.

The Farm as a Microcosm

The farm that George and Lennie envision is not just a physical space; it represents:

- A haven: A place of safety and comfort, contrasting with the harshness of the outside world.

- Community: An idealized vision of living in harmony with others, counteracting the loneliness
experienced by the characters.

- The fragility of dreams: The eventual destruction of this dream serves as a reminder that aspirations can

be easily shattered.



Conclusion: The End of the Dream

Of Mice and Men ultimately presents a bleak view of the American Dream. The tragic ending of George
and Lennie’s journey—culminating in the death of Lennie—symbolizes the harsh reality facing many
during the Great Depression. Their dreams, once vibrant and full of hope, are crushed by the weight of

societal constraints and personal failures.

Steinbeck’s novella serves as a powerful critique of the American Dream, illustrating that while aspirations
for a better life exist, they are often unattainable due to systemic barriers and personal limitations. The
characters' experiences reflect the struggle for dignity and connection in an unforgiving world,

highlighting that the pursuit of happiness is fraught with challenges.

In conclusion, Of Mice and Men and the American Dream invites readers to reflect on the nature of hope,
friendship, and the relentless pursuit of a better life, reminding us that the American Dream is not just a

personal journey, but a collective experience shaped by the socio-economic realities of the time.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does 'Of Mice and Men' depict the American Dream?

In 'Of Mice and Men', the American Dream is portrayed as an unattainable ideal, symbolized by George and
Lennie's aspiration to own a piece of land. The novel highlights the struggles of itinerant workers and the

harsh realities that hinder their dreams.

‘What role does friendship play in the pursuit of the American Dream in
'Of Mice and Men"

Friendship is central to the pursuit of the American Dream in the novel. George and Lennie's bond
provides them with hope and purpose, contrasting with the loneliness experienced by other characters,

which emphasizes the idea that companionship is essential for achieving one's dreams.

How do the characters' dreams reflect the broader societal issues of the
1930s in 'Of Mice and Men'?

The characters’ dreams in 'Of Mice and Men' reflect the economic hardships and societal issues of the 1930s,
such as the Great Depression, unemployment, and social isolation. Their aspirations reveal the

disillusionment faced by many Americans during this period.



What does Lennie's death symbolize in relation to the American Dream?

Lennie's death symbolizes the fragility of the American Dream. It represents the shattering of hope and the
harsh reality that dreams can be crushed by circumstances beyond one's control, underscoring the theme of

unattainable aspirations.

How does Steinbeck use symbols to convey the theme of the American
Dream?

Steinbeck uses symbols such as the dream farm, rabbits, and the character of Candy's dog to convey the
theme of the American Dream. Each symbol reflects the longing for a better life and the inevitable

disappointment that often accompanies such dreams.

In what ways do the female characters in 'Of Mice and Men' represent
obstacles to the American Dream?

The female characters, particularly Curley's wife, represent obstacles to the American Dream as they
illustrate the limited roles and opportunities available to women during the 1930s. Their struggles

highlight the intersection of gender and class issues in the pursuit of dreams.

What is the significance of the title 'Of Mice and Men' in relation to the
American Dream?

The title 'Of Mice and Men' suggests the fragility of plans and dreams, referencing the poem by Robert
Burns that states, "The best laid schemes o' mice an' men gang aft agley.' This underscores the idea that no

matter how carefully one plans, dreams can often go awry.

How does the setting of the novel influence the characters' pursuit of the
American Dream?

The setting of the novel, primarily in California during the Great Depression, creates a backdrop of
economic instability and hardship that profoundly influences the characters' pursuit of the American

Dream. The harsh environment and societal limitations serve as constant reminders of their struggles.
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