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Abstract: John Steinbeck is a famous modern writer. Of Mice and Men is a short novel, which established Steinbeck’s reputation among literary critics as a major American writer. The theme contributes a lot to its success. This paper focuses on the theme of the short novel which is analyzed in different layers. Although it only contains 50,000 words and tells about the lower-class people’s life, it truly reflects the friendship between them, their loneliness in spirit and the conflict between their dreams and reality.
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Ⅰ.Introduction 
      John Steinbeck is a famous modern American writer. He wrote a lot of literary works  during his life time. He published his first book in 1929, the year of America's stock market crash, so he is usually recognized as the foremost writer of the Great Depression and the representative of the radical 1930's.The couple of books he published in the early years such as the Pastures of Heaven, To a God Unknown etc. kept him unknown to the public. Only till 1937,when he wrote Of Mice and Men, did he attract public attention. Of Mice and Men is a short novel. It established Steinbeck's reputation among literary critics as a major American writer. Later, he wrote his masterpiece The Grapes of Wrath and in 1962,he was awarded Nobel Prize for literature.

Of Mice and Men, a short novel which contains 50, 000 words or so, tells about the lower-class people's life. It established the writer's reputation. In the following, the paper will focus on the theme of the novel. 

Ⅱ. The two Protagonists

     This story tells of the strange, tragic friendship between two unskilled migrant workers. "The first man was small and quick, dark of face, with restless eyes and sharp, strong features. Every part of him was defined: small, strong hands, slender arms, a thin and bony nose. Behind him, walked his opposite, a huge man, shapeless of face, with large pale eyes, with wide, sloping shoulders; and he walked heavily, dragging his feet a little, the way a bear drags his paws. His arms did not swing at his sides, but hung loosely and only moved because the heavy hands were pendula." (Steinbeck, 1974)

    The two men are the protagonists of the story --the short one is George Milton; the tall one is Lennie Small. They were both migrant workers--the homeless people who wandered from place to place during the Depression looking for work as agricultural laborers.

    Lennie Small is oversized, mentally retarded, enormously strong and fond of little animals, but he often kills them unintentionally by his enormous strength, who is prone to getting into serious trouble. George Milton is small of stature, clever, sensitive and compassionate. Although he is not as strong as Lennie, he is smart and often looks after Lennie in life. They two have a common dream of one day saving up enough money to buy a small farm of their own, with a room and small animals raised.

    Early in the story the prospect of their ever realizing their dream seems remote, but as the action develops (they meet a crippled bundhouse worker who wants to go in with them on the scheme and who offers to chip in his savings), the probability of fulfillment increases. If the three       homeless migrants pool their salaries at the end of the current month, they can quit and move on to their farm which, as steinbeck emphasizes repeatedly, is a place of abundance and refuge from the hardships of life.

Lennie manages to avoid disaster for exactly three days. He gets involved, innocently at first, with the flirtatious wife of Curley (the farm boss' violent son, whose handbone is fractured by Lennie in an aggressive fight) and through a series of unfortunate circumstances he becomes       frightened and unintentionally kills the girl. Curley organizes a posse to apprehend Lennie --with the idea either of locking him up in an asylum or, more likely, of killing him on the spot. George gets to Lennie first and out of sympathy for his companion, shoots him in the head to spare him the pain of Curley's shotgun or the misery of incarceration. Anyway they cannot make their dream come true.
III.Theme

    1..Friendship and Aloneness —A Universally Favoured Theme

    The story reflects the friendship between the poor people of the lowest class, their pursuit for dreams and their longings for happy life and for tender feelings and their loneliness in spirit, which shows the conflict between dreams and reality. As John Steinbeck himself has called Of Mice and Men "a study of the dreams and pleasures of everyone in the world" and has said that Lennie especially represents "the inarticulate and powerful yearning of all men", their "earth longings" for land of their own, for innocent-pleasure farms.

     Such a theme is favored by people universally, because it trully reflects the 1930's of America which was the Depression Decade. During the 1930's in American history, large number of tenants and sharecroppers were driven off their small farms. They became homeless and jobless. They would take their families if they had and what possessions they could carry along in their old cars, hoping to find work as agricultural day-laborers in the West. The longings of those migrant workers are essential necessities for survival during the special historical period. It has recorded a period of real and vivid American history. It is the social issue that people concern about. According to Anne Loftis, "His work had been popular when it appeared because it expressed the values of the Depression decade: a passion for social justice and concern for the common man".(Loftis, 1990) 

     In addition, the story took place in California. It is full of regionalism. But the story itself thematically reflects the friendliness and loneliness etc. All of them are universal themes and favored by people everywhere and of every age group no matter when and where the friendship is .It is the common ideal people pursue.

      2. Enhancing the Theme

     The title of the story has a twofold application and significance. First, it refers to naturalistic details within the texture of the story: Lennie likes to catch mice and stroke their fur with his fingers, it forms Lennie's fatal weakness for stroking soft things, he often inevitably kills the mice he is petting. Second, the title is, of course, a fragment from the poem by Robert Burns, which       gives emphasis to the idea of the futility of human endeavor or the vanity of human wishes. (As with other mice and men, the best arrangement will often go astray which indicates the ordinary people's miserable fate.) 

     "The best laid schemes o' mice and men

      Gang aft a-gley

      An 'leave us nought but grief an'pain

      For promised joy".(Burns, 1990)

      This notion is obviously of major importance in the short novel, and it may be said to be Steinbeck's theme on the surface level.

      The most important is the way how Steinbeck dealt with the ending of the story. We can notice the author's originality from it.

       3. Loneliness and Friendliness as the Theme

      In the end of the story, George killed Lennie. It is a tragic ending, first of all, an unexpected ending which stresses the theme--loneliness and friendliness.

      3.1. People's Loneliness.

      Besides George and Lennie in the story, other noteworthy characters in the story include Crooks, the negro stablehand who lives in the harness room, a little shed that leaned off the wall of the barn. The boss calls him "nigger" and often vents his anger on him. He is not wanted in the bunk-house (excluded) except on Christmas when the boss brings in a gallon of whiskey for the entire crew. The rest of the year Crooks plays horseshoes outside with the others, but when they come indoors to sleep, he goes off alone to his bed in the harness room of the barn.       Comparatively, he suffers more. He has to stand the severe racial prejudice. Although he does not stay far away from others, he never communicates with others. He also has great hatred toward those who show contempt for him. "Cause I'm black. They play cards. They say I stink. Well, I tell you, all of you stink to me". He said to Lennie. He can only express himself to Lennie, a harmless person, because Lennie is slow-witted and kind and he cannot do harm to anybody else. So, everyone may not guard against him. He becomes a special safe person to talk to. Special life condition makes Crooks experience loneliness penetratingly. "A guy needs somebody─to be near him." "A guy goes nuts if he ain't got nobody. Don't make no difference who the guy is, long's he's with you. I tell ya." "I tell ya a guy gets too lonely an' he gets sick".(Steinbeck, 1974) Such words show clearly his misery, sorrow and sufferings in the depth of his soul. There's a saying "There is no grief greater than the death of the mind." To Crooks, we should add a word. "There is no suffering greater than loneliness."

 Here on one occasion, he briefly depicts Lennie, and Candy, the bunkhouse worker, who wants to be a part of Lennie-George's dream farm. In fact, before he meets George and Lennie, his mental and physical agony is helpless. Nobody can help him. Candy is old and got hurt four years       ago. Now he is a swamper doing some cleaning in the bunkhouse while others are working out in the daytime. He has no relatives. The old lonely Candy has got an ancient blind sheep dog who walks lamely as a companion, which was shot later for having outlived its usefulness has become       an annoyance to the men who occupy the bunkhouse. Once he heard George and Lennie's talk by accident. He took out all his savings--totally 350 bucks which include the compensation of 225 bucks he got for his hand he had lost. He thought that they three would buy a patch of land and       end the poor lonely migrant life. But Lennie's death nullifies his dream.

     The author also presents the lonely psychology of Curley's wife, which really reflects a female's sorrow and sufferings. Even though she is vain, provocative, vicious (She threatens Crooks with lynching, for instance, when he tries to defy her.) she is lonely indeed. Curley's wife       wanders around the ranch in a wistful quest for some kind of human contact, who is stereotyped by the men, whose experience of women comes from "old Susy" and her girls in town. According to Steinbeck's opinion, she "knows instinctively that if she is to be noticed at all, it will be because someone finds her sexually attractive". But her pose is deceptive. "Her moral training was most rigid." She was a virgin until her marriage and had had no sexual experience outside her unfulfilling union with Curley. She had grown up "in an atmosphere of fighting and suspicion" and had "learned to be hard to cover her fright". But she is fundamentally "a nice, kind girl" who has "a natural trustfulness--treated her like a person--she would be a slave to that person."(Steinbeck, 1975)    

     Before her marriage, she was beautiful, naive, full of dreams. She dreamed of being a movie star in Hollywood. But she married Curley who she did not love. She said, "I don't like Curley. He ain't a nice fella." Curley keeps his eyes on her all day. He does not allow her to have any contacts       with any other man. She cannot talk with anybody else except Curley. Having heard that Lennie broke Curley's hand, Cruley's wife approaches Lennie with admiration and curiosity while Lennie is playing with the pup because she is suffering from that nobody has a chat with her. She       comes over and says, "Why can't I talk to you? I never get to talk to nobody. I get awful lonely." "And then her words tumbled out in a passion of communication, as though she hurried before her listener could be taken away."(Steinbeck, 1974) She told him about her life experience, beautiful dreams and her current mood so as to get rid of the emptiness and loneliness. She is a rich man's wife, but being a woman, she is longing for a companion, longing for understanding and concern from people. Chatting with Lennie is the most joyous, the most pleasant thing after she came to the ranch and her last talk.

    On the farm, she belongs to "the oppressing," but in spirit and psychology, she is "the   frustrated and disappointed" and "the victim". Being an American left--oriented writer of the  1930's, Steinbeck could break through class opposites and dissect and analyze human inner world from human nature's point of view. This can deepen and richen the work's connotation.

    3.2. George and Lennie's Friendship

    In such a society, in which everybody suffers loneliness, the friendship between George and Lennie will naturally cause people's misunderstanding, perplexity and suspicion. The boss asked George when they came to the ranch "I said what stake you got in this guy? You takin' his pay away from him?" "I never seen one guy take so much trouble for another guy" Even the big tall jerkline skinner Slim also suspected, "Ain't many guys travel around together? " and " I don't know why. Maybe ever'body in the whole damn world is scared of each other."(Steinbeck, 1974) The fraternity and brotherhood between George and Lennie in such a society in which people cannot communicate with each other is indeed an exception.

    George and Lennie have been dependent on each other for survival since Lennie's aunt died. George calls Lennie cousin in order to defend and protect him effectively and legally. George looks after him carefully and is very considerate of him. He does not let him talk more in case that it would get him into trouble and repeats their dream for Lennie patiently. At usual time, he can understand Lennie very well no matter whether it is an action or an expression. The two detailed incidents--"throwing the mouse" and "asking for a pup" are the best embodiment of their good acquaintance and being closely linked. Lennie is physically strong and George spiritually wise. They two form a perfect combination. In the sincere and simple description for the brotherhood and friendship is placed the author's ideal. Steinbeck believes that there is always the simple and sincere nature like love and sympathy among the working people who have not been corroded by modern civilization. In the story, Steinbeck establishes the dynamics of their relationship, in which George's exasperated bossing of Lennie appears as a form of protectiveness that masks their mutual dependence.

     We also notice that Lennie cannot leave George in life, but he is more fond of his mouse and pup. Besides the reasons we analyzed above, his tender care for the little mouse and his reluctance to leave the pup show that he feels lonely and miserable for he is not good at talking with others. In fact, he is craving for tender feelings. Finally, George is reluctant to see Lennie fall in Curley's hands. In order to make him avoid being lynched, out of deep sympathy for him, out of true friendship, George pulls the trigger, while Lennie is staring at the distant hills across the river and repeating those rabbits in his dreams. As a result, George lands himself in great sorrow and agony. Such a tragic ending tells us: In nature, man is also lonely at last.

     Therefore we can say that killing Lennie is a saving, completely out of George's compassion, friendliness and love for Lennie.

      People's loneliness, that is, the inner loneliness is an ancient and eternal theme. It is the theme modern writers try to advocate. Loneliness is also a recurrent theme in the novel, articulated in George's speech that begins, "Guys like us, that work on the ranches are the loneliest guys in the world. They got no family. They don't belong noplace. They come to a ranch an' work up a stake and then they go into town and blow their stake, and the first thing you know they're poundin' their tail on some other ranch. They ain't got nothing to look ahead to."

"But not us" Lennie replies." And why. Because… because I got you to look after me, and you got me to look after you, and that's why."(Steinbeck, 1974)
4. Dreamers and their American Dream

     In the cold society, the lonely people are also dreamers. Lennie is not the only dreamer in the novel who dreams of the ideal farm every day, however, each of the other dreamers also seems afflicted with loneliness of nonattainment. Most notable is the woman known only as       "Curley's wife", a mere thing possessed by her flamboyant husband. She is also caught in a hopeless little valley of small dreams. She dreamed of being an actress, of sweeping Hollywood, when Lennie shares his dream in response to her candor, she exclaims: "You are nuts…But you're a kinda nice fella. Jus' like a big baby. But a person can see kinda what you mean."(Steinbeck, 1974) Similarly, Crooks, the stablehand and another small outcast, has his dream, one of companionship to assuage the terrible haunting loneliness: "Books ain't no good. A guy needs somebody--to be near him…A guy goes nuts if he ain't got nobody." (Steinbeck, 1974) And Candy too, another social outcast, is captivated by the dream: "Sure they all want it. Everybody wants a little bit of land, not much. Jus' som'thin' that was his. Som'thin' he could live on and there couldn't nobody throw him off of it. I never had none."(Steinbeck, 1974)

     But through his careful foreshadowing Steinbeck suggests that each dream is doomed. George and Lennie's plan to find a place of their own, which Candy and Grooks, outcasts on the ranch, are hungry to share, is straight out of the American Dream. They have set down the details in a kind of litany which George recites while Lennie chimes in with the chorus. They repeat the comforting words from time to time like an incantation to ward off trouble and rekindle hope. In the last chapter,--a final irony in a work compounded of ironies--George, In order to calm Lennie, utters the familiar refrain, which becomes an epitaph for his friend.

     Lennie's death and another fact that George lost friend indicate that their dream is broken. It also indicates that the American Dream has been broken.

Ⅳ.Conclusion

Of Mice and Men was written in 1937,first as a novel, then as a play. Both versions proved enormously popular and established Steinbeck as a leading writer of the decade. The play won the Drama Critic's Circle Award, and the film produced from it in 1941 was widely applauded.

  No wonder the reviews were enthusiastic when it was first published and Henry Seidel  Canby wrote in the Saturday Review of Literature that "there has been nothing quite so good of  the kind in American writing since Sherwood Anderson's early stories." (Loftis, 1990)

  As a work of literature it has attained the status of a modern classic. A staple of the middle-school curriculum in England and the United States, it has been translated into a dozen foreign languages. It touches our deepest feelings and enlarges our understanding of the human condition. As a tragedy, with the power to arouse pity and terror implicit in that art form, it has drawn readers for more than half a century and, it seems safe to predict, will reach new generations in the 21st century. Nobody can deny it must have anything to do with the multi-layered theme.
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摘要：约翰·斯坦贝克是二十世纪美国文学史上的最重要的小说家之一。中篇小说《人鼠之间》是他的成名作，同样也是美国文学中重要的一本小说。一部五万字左右的作品，描写的是社会底层小人物、两个农业流动工人乔治·弥尔顿和莱尼·斯莫尔的生活和命运，然而却奠定了斯坦贝克在美国文学史上重要作家的地位。本文针对这部作品的主题从不同层面进行了细致的剖析。该作品主要反映了乔治·弥尔顿和莱尼·斯莫尔之间的友谊和特殊的社会历史环境中人们的孤独以及人们的美国梦的破灭。该作品在美国文学史上经久不衰的地位和持久的艺术魅力也主要归功于其永恒的主题
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