Themes in Of Mice and Men
For each of the following themes, choose 1 question to answer in complete sentences on a separate sheet of paper.

Dreams, Hopes, and Plans

1. Does the dream farm mean the same thing to Lennie as it does to George? What does it mean to each of them?

Friendship

1. Friendship generally seems like a good thing, but the ranch life is naturally a solitary one. Are there some circumstances under which it’s simply better to be alone? Does George have to learn this lesson the hard way? 

2. Is the friendship between George and Lennie fully reciprocal? Do both members contribute and receive equally from each other? 

3. It seems like everyone, from Crooks to Slim, spends an awful lot of time complaining to his friends about how he has no friends. Are these guys really that lonely, or do they simply not recognize they’ve all got one other? Do they all have one other? 

4. George says quite a bit about how much better his life would be if he didn’t have to take care of Lennie. If this is true, why does he stay with Lennie? 

Isolation

1. Why does everyone seem to feel so isolated all the time? Is this a function of the ranch, the era, the world, human nature, or something else? 

2. Crooks’s isolation is also his protection, especially witnessed by that awful scene where Curley’s wife threatens him. Is isolation ever worth it? 

Innocence

1. Is Lennie the only innocent character in the novella? Is he the most innocent? Does Lennie’s innocence protect him, or make him dangerous? 

2. How is innocence used in this book? (Think of innocent with reference to childhood, lack of exposure to bad things, and not being guilty of crimes.) 

3. Though Lennie seems gently dumb, there are times he is full of piss and vinegar, like when he tries to break the future cats’ necks for hurting the future rabbits. Do we just feel that Lennie is innocent because he’s mentally slow, when in actuality we’re excusing a hardened killer?

4. Is Curley’s wife malicious because she’s really an awful person, or is she simply lonely and naïve? 

Freedom and Confinement

1. Crooks has his own room. Is this space representative of freedom, or of confinement? 

2. What does "freedom" mean to Lennie? Is it related to the "fatta the lan"? Does he find it in death?

Justice

1. Is Lennie justified in crushing Curley’s hand? 
2. Is Slim justified in threatening Curley about letting anyone know what really what went on? 

3. Did Curley’s wife get what she deserved?

Visions of America

1. In this story, is America the land of futility or opportunity? Explain.
2. Is struggle and overcoming obstacles part of the American story? Explain.
3. Is it possible to achieve the American Dream without struggling? Explain.
Violence

1. Do we ever think of Lennie as violent? 

2. How do Lennie’s violent tendencies color our interpretation of his character? 

3. Is violence an acceptable part of life on the ranch? 

4. Does Lennie know his own strength, and just not think violence is that big a deal? How else can we explain him yelling at the puppy for "getting himself killed"? 

5. Is Lennie’s death ultimately a violent act or a loving act by George? 

Weakness

1. Does the interdependency of George and Lennie’s relationship make either of them weak? 

2. Does Lennie think of himself as weak? How do we interpret his mental weakness relative to his physical strength? Which defines his character more?

Women and Femininity

1. Is Curley’s wife viewed as an aberration among women, or is she pretty standard as far as the guys are concerned?

2. Do any of the characters have a positive attitude towards any woman in the story? What about Aunt Clara?

3. What do we make of the fact that the only positive (and alive) female character we really get word of is Suzy who runs the whorehouse?

4. Is there a place for women in ranch life? Is ranch life supposed to be the wildness before the stability that comes with settling down and "having a girl"? 

Man and the Natural World

1. Why is Lennie constantly compared to an animal? Is this a fair comparison? Is the author suggesting that not all humans are animals?

2. What separates the rule of civilized law from the rule of the natural world? Does Steinbeck seem to suggest one is better than the other?

3. Lennie doesn’t seem too interested in death, though it’s a major hang up for the "civilized" world. Who’s right on this one?
4. “To a Mouse” – refer back to this poem when considering this theme.  What is the poem about?  What does Robert Burns say about the natural world and man’s world?

