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American Dream in Of Mice and
Men
« Steinbeck wanted to explore the themes of

power, ownership and control and their
effect upon ordinary people.

» Those people strived for a better life, and
had hopes and dreams

» Lennie and George’ s dream is significant
because it tells us something about the
culture that has created them.

American Dream has long been a concept that embodies hope, opportunity, and
aspiration in the hearts of many. In John Steinbeck's poignant novella, Of
Mice and Men, the American Dream takes center stage as characters navigate
the harsh realities of life during the Great Depression. This literary work
not only reflects the socio-economic struggles of the time but also delves
into the personal dreams and aspirations of its characters. Through the
dreams of George, Lennie, and others, Steinbeck explores the fragility of
hope amidst adversity, ultimately portraying the American Dream as an elusive
goal that is often out of reach.

Understanding the American Dream in the Context
of the Novel

The Historical Background

To fully grasp the significance of the American Dream in Of Mice and Men, it
is essential to understand the historical context in which Steinbeck wrote.
The novella was published in 1937, during the Great Depression, a time
characterized by widespread unemployment, economic instability, and social
upheaval. Many Americans faced dire economic circumstances, leading to a
collective yearning for a better life-a dream that promised prosperity,
stability, and freedom.



1. Economic Hardship: The aftermath of the stock market crash of 1929 left
millions in poverty. Many were desperate for work and survival, making the
American Dream a beacon of hope.

2. Disillusionment: The harsh realities of life during this period led to
widespread disillusionment with the idea that hard work alone could guarantee
success.

3. Migration and Mobility: The Dust Bowl and other environmental factors
forced many families to migrate, seeking better opportunities in places like
California, which was often seen as a land of promise.

Characters and Their Dreams

Steinbeck presents a cast of characters, each with their own dreams that
reflect different aspects of the American Dream. Their aspirations serve as a
microcosm of the broader societal hopes and struggles.

- George Milton: George dreams of owning a piece of land where he and Lennie
can live independently. This dream represents stability and autonomy, a stark
contrast to their current lives as itinerant workers.

- Lennie Small: Lennie's dream is simple yet profound; he longs for a farm
where he can tend to rabbits. His innocence and childlike nature make his
dream both touching and tragic.

- Curley's Wife: She yearns for recognition and a better life as a Hollywood
star, highlighting the theme of loneliness and the unattainable nature of
dreams for women in the 1930s.

- Candy: An aging ranch worker who fears being discarded, Candy sees George
and Lennie's dream as a chance to secure his own future, symbolizing the
desire for companionship and belonging.

- Crooks: The African American stable hand faces systemic racism and
isolation. His dream of companionship and equality reflects the racial and
social barriers that hinder many from achieving their aspirations.

The Fragility of the American Dream

Barriers to Success

In Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck illustrates that the American Dream is not only
a source of hope but also a concept riddled with obstacles. The characters
face numerous barriers that prevent them from realizing their dreams,
emphasizing the fragility of their aspirations.

1. Economic Constraints: The economic landscape of the Great Depression
leaves the characters in a constant state of insecurity. With jobs scarce and
wages low, the idea of saving enough money to buy a piece of land seems
almost impossible.



2. Social Prejudice: Crooks, as a black man, faces racism that denies him
basic human dignity and the opportunity to dream freely. His isolation
underscores how systemic barriers can thwart individual aspirations.

3. Personal Limitations: Lennie’s mental disability poses a significant
challenge to the realization of their dream. His innocence, while endearing,
often leads to misunderstandings and tragic consequences.

Hope and Despair

Steinbeck masterfully juxtaposes moments of hope with the stark reality of
despair, reinforcing the idea that dreams can be both uplifting and
devastating.

- Moments of Hope: George and Lennie’s conversations about their future serve
as a source of motivation and camaraderie. These dreams provide a temporary
escape from their grueling lives.

- Moments of Despair: The climax of the novella shatters their hopes when
Lennie accidentally kills Curley’'s wife. This tragic event symbolizes the
ultimate collapse of the American Dream for the characters, illustrating how
dreams can be crushed by unforeseen circumstances.

The Symbolism of the Dream

The Farm as a Symbol

The dream of owning a farm becomes a powerful symbol throughout the novella.
It represents not only economic independence but also a sanctuary where the
characters can find solace and belonging.

1. A Place of Refuge: The farm embodies the idea of a safe haven, a place
where George and Lennie can escape the harsh realities of the world.

2. Community and Family: The dream farm is not just about land; it symbolizes
the desire for companionship and a sense of family, something that many
characters lack in their current lives.

3. The American Landscape: The farm also reflects the romanticized vision of
America as a land of opportunity, where hard work could lead to success.

The Role of Loneliness

Steinbeck poignantly highlights the theme of loneliness as a significant
barrier to achieving the American Dream. Many characters experience profound
isolation, which underscores the idea that dreams can be difficult to share
and achieve in a disconnected world.



- Curley’s Wife: Her loneliness drives her to seek attention from the men on
the ranch, revealing her desperation for connection and the emptiness of her
own dreams.

- Crooks: His isolation stems from racial discrimination, illustrating how
societal factors can exacerbate feelings of loneliness and hopelessness.

- Candy: As an old man facing the prospect of being cast aside, Candy’s fear
of loneliness becomes intertwined with his desire for a better life.

The American Dream: A Complex Narrative

Realism vs. Idealism

Steinbeck’s portrayal of the American Dream in Of Mice and Men walks a fine
line between realism and idealism. While the dream serves as a motivating
force for the characters, the harsh realities of their lives often undermine
that ideal.

1. Idealism: The dream is presented as a noble pursuit, filled with hope and
the promise of a better future. George and Lennie’s dreams are imbued with a
sense of camaraderie and shared purpose.

2. Realism: However, Steinbeck does not shy away from depicting the brutal
realities that these characters face. The novella ends on a tragic note,
emphasizing that dreams are often unattainable and that the pursuit can lead
to suffering.

Conclusion: The Elusive Nature of the American Dream

In Of Mice and Men, John Steinbeck paints a poignant picture of the American
Dream as both a source of hope and a reflection of societal limitations.
Through the dreams of his characters, Steinbeck illustrates the complexity
and fragility of aspiration in the face of adversity. The novella serves as a
reminder that while the American Dream may inspire individuals to strive for
a better life, external factors such as economic hardship, social prejudice,
and personal limitations can render it elusive. Ultimately, Of Mice and Men
captures the bittersweet essence of the American Dream—a dream that is both
cherished and often just out of reach, leaving a lasting impact on the hearts
and minds of its characters and readers alike.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the American Dream as depicted in 'Of Mice
and Men'?

In 'Of Mice and Men', the American Dream represents the hope for a better

life, characterized by financial stability, personal independence, and land
ownership. Characters like George and Lennie aspire to own a piece of land
and live off it, symbolizing their desire for freedom and self-sufficiency.

How do George and Lennie's dreams reflect the
challenges of the American Dream?

George and Lennie's dreams reflect the challenges of the American Dream
through their constant struggle against economic hardship and societal
obstacles. Despite their aspirations, they face discrimination, poverty, and
the harsh realities of the Great Depression, illustrating how the dream
remains elusive for many.

What role does Curley's wife play in the theme of
the American Dream?

Curley's wife embodies the shattered dreams of many characters in the novel.
She dreams of becoming a Hollywood actress but finds herself trapped in a
loveless marriage and isolated on the ranch. Her situation highlights the
limitations placed on women and the often-unattainable nature of the American
Dream.

How does Steinbeck use symbolism to portray the
American Dream in the novel?

Steinbeck uses various symbols, such as the dream farm and the characters'
interactions with nature, to portray the American Dream. The dream farm
represents hope and freedom, while the characters' failures and tragic ends
serve as reminders of the harsh realities that often thwart personal
aspirations.

What does the ending of 'Of Mice and Men' suggest
about the American Dream?

The ending of 'Of Mice and Men' suggests that the American Dream is
ultimately unattainable for many characters. Lennie's death and George's
decision to end his dream highlight the fragility of hope and the harsh truth
that societal and economic barriers often prevent individuals from achieving
their aspirations.
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