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1. Context  

Setting John Steinbeck was an American writer (1902-1968) who was born in Salinas, 
where the novella is set. 

Racism Racial discrimination was not illegal in 1930s America; therefore, racism was still 
widespread at the time. Whites and black people were segregated in the 1930s. 

Wall Street Crash In 1929, the value of stocks fell dramatically over the course of several days at the 
end of October. Many people lost all of their savings and ended up losing their 
homes. Businesses went bust. The crash signalled the start of the Great 
Depression that would last for more than ten years. 

The Great 
Depression 

The Great Depression was a severe worldwide economic depression that took 
place mostly during the 1930s, beginning in the United States. 

Hooverville A “Hooverville was a shanty town built during the Great Depression by the 
homeless in the United States of America. They were named after Herbert 
Hoover, who was President of the United States of America during the onset of 
the Depression and was widely blamed for it. 

The dustbowl As a result of a drought and over-farming (because of food shortages caused by 
the Wall Street Crash), land became barren and huge areas of rural America 
became known as ‘the dustbowl’. 

The American Dream The American Dream is a national ethos of the United States that includes 
democracy, rights, liberty, opportunity and equality. This includes the opportunity 
for wealth and success, achieved through hard work in a society. 

Patriarchy Steinbeck wrote at a time when women has very few rights. They had to do what 
their husband said and they became the property of their husbands. This is called 
a patriarchal society. 
 

  

 
 

2. Themes 

Dreams All the characters have dreams. George, Lennie and Candy dream of owning their own 
ranch (the American Dream). Curley’s wife dreams of being a film star. 

Loneliness Curley’s wife doesn’t have any friends to talk to. George is too busy looking after Lennie 
to make friends. Crooks is the only black man on the ranch – the others won’t be friends 
with him because of his colour 

Prejudice Prejudice means you judge someone or something without a just reason. There are four 
different types of prejudice in ‘Of Mice and Men’: sexism, racism, ageism, and against 
those with learning difficulties. 

Power Physical power – Lennie is stronger than Curley, Intellectual power – George is 
smarter than Lennie. 

Powerlessness Curley’s wife is powerless because she is a woman. 
Candy is powerless because he has a disability. 
Crooks is powerless because he is black and has few rights. 

3. Narrative 
techniques 

 

Foreshadowing A writer gives an advance hint of what is to come later in the story. Foreshadowing 
often appears at the beginning of a story, or a chapter, and it helps the reader 
develop expectations about the upcoming events. 

Narrative voice The person telling the story. In OMAM it is a third person omniscient voice. This 
means that This means that the narrative is not given by a character within the 
story. It also means that the narrator knows everything about the characters, and 
the plot itself. 

Microcosm The ranch, and the people on it, can be thought of as a microcosm of American 
society because it reflects the loneliness, the prejudice, and the different aspects of 
society of the time. 

Metaphor A technique where you suggest one thing is something else. 
‘Lennie covered his face with huge paws and bleated with terror’. Powerlessness 
This suggests Lennie is like a dog. 

Simile A technique where you suggest something is like something else.  Look for the 
words ‘as’ or ‘like’ in the description – this signals a simile. ‘Slowly, like a terrier 
who doesn’t want to bring the ball to its master, Lennie approached’. This suggests 
that Lennie is behaving like a dog.’ 

 1. Characters 

 

Curley: big headed, but small in stature. He is the son of the ranch owner. He bullies 
Lennie with his Napoleon complex. 

 

Crooks: a stable hand with a crooked back and big dreams. His dreams are shattered by 
racial discrimination. 

 

Candy: an old ranch worker who lost his hand and his money. Loses his dog and his 
ambition. 

 

Slim: supercool prince of the ranch. He is so respected and admired on the ranch that 
even Curley listens to him. 

 

Curley’s wife: she is heavily made up and likes the attention of the ranch workers 
because she is lonely. She married Curley to escape her home life. 

 

George: quick witted farm worked with a heart of gold. Looks out for Lennie like a 
brother. 

 

Lennie: big, strong farmworker who likes to pet soft things. He doesn’t know his own 
strength. Travels with George who looks after him.  


