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 Theme is an excellent tool for analysing and studying literary works.  Whether 

sophisticated or rudimentary, themes allow the reader to connect with writing universally 

based on the similarities in human experience.  This is certainly true about John 

Steinbeck’s novel Of Mice and Men.  Throughout the novel several major themes are 

presented, and lead the reader to a greater understanding of this classic work.  Three of 

the clearest themes in this novel are loyalty, betrayal, and retribution.   

 Loyalty is a critical theme that emerges throughout the novel.  The character 

Lennie, for example, stays loyal to George from the beginning of the book to the tragic 

end.  This is demonstrated when Lennie offers to move into the woods, so that George 

can have a better life where he does not have to constantly worry about Lennie.  Lennie 

says, “George, you want I should go away and leave you alone?” (Steinbeck 12).  Lennie 

seems to understand that he is a burden and by leaving George, he will ultimately allow 

his friend to lead a much happier life.  Another point in the novel where Lennie proves 

his loyalty is in response to Crooks’ accusations.  Crooks insinuates that George is 

dishonest, and Lennie shows that he will even resort to violence to defend his friend’s 

honour.  This is clearly an act of loyalty as Lennie is willing to put himself in harm’s way 

to protect the reputation of George.  While the above examples are quite lucid, the 

greatest example of loyalty in this novel is also the most problematic.  At the end of the 
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novel, George kills Lennie rather than see him suffer at the hands of the men from the 

ranch.  Lennie has accidentally killed Curly’s wife, and as a result he will surely be 

lynched by the other ranch hands.  By shooting Lennie, George ensures that Lennie will 

at the very least die without pain.  Although loyalty is rarely equated with murder, in this 

case George commits the ultimate act of friendship by saving his friend from pain and 

hardship.  Loyalty is presented in a variety of forms in this novel, and therefore emerges a 

major literary theme. 

 The polar opposite of loyalty is the concept of betrayal. Of Mice and Men presents 

betrayal in subtle ways, as characters, at times, do not even recognize the betrayal they 

have committed.  Throughout the novel, George attempts to save enough money to buy a 

ranch so that Lennie can live out his life without fear or pain.  George entrusts this secret 

to Lennie and Candy, yet Candy lets the secret out.  When George discovers that his 

secret has been discovered he says, “I seen hundreds of men come by on the road an’ on 

the ranches, with their bindles on their back an’ that same damn thing in their heads . . . 

every damn one of ’em’s got a little piece of land in his head. An’ never a God damn one 

of ’em ever gets it” (87).  While Candy’s intention was never to hurt George, his inability 

to keep quiet negatively impacts George’s chances of successfully realizing his dream.  In 

some respects, Lennie betrays George because as much as George tells him to stay away 

from Curly’s wife, Lennie is unable to obey.  It can be argued that Curly’s wife lures 

Lennie into the barn, but on some level Lennie should have known that what he was 

doing was wrong.  When Lennie accidentally kills Curly’s wife, George’s dreams are lost 

forever.  In this sense, George is betrayed by Lennie’s inability to resist his own urges.   

The final example of betrayal can also be viewed as an act of loyalty.  When George kills 
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Lennie he feels it is for the right reasons, but clearly he could have allowed Lennie to 

escape.  He may have felt that he had to commit the act, but no one forced his hand, and 

consequently he does betray his only friend through the act of murder.  In the end, 

betrayal whether intentional or not is seen at several points throughout the novel.  

 With loyalty and betrayal, often come acts of retribution.  In this novel, retribution 

is illustrated in a number of ways.  First, Curly’s wife brings the situation in the barn on 

herself by flirting with and teasing Lennie.  She lures him into the barn for her own 

amusement, knowing full well that he is mentally challenged.  While the act of murder is 

a serious offence, Curly’s wife seems to finally experience retribution for years of toying 

with the men on the ranch for her own pleasure.  This act can also be seen as a form of 

retribution for George as well.  George has promised Lennie for years that they will buy 

land and live in their own home.  Inevitably, this plan never comes to fruition.  Had 

George made good on his promise, they would never have found themselves working as 

farmhands, and would never have encountered Curly’s wife in the first place.  The final 

act of retribution is the murder of Lennie by George.  Over the years, Lennie has 

committed many acts that have left him and George on the run.  Whether it be the rabbits 

or puppies that he killed, or the death of Curly’s wife, perhaps he had it coming sooner or 

later.  While it easy to view the killing of Lennie as an act of friendship, it can also be 

seen as final retribution for years of disobeying George and getting the men into trouble.  

Retribution emerges in a variety of incidents in this novel, and remains a relevant theme 

to the very end.  

 Several key themes drive the novel Of Mice and Men.  Whether looking at 

loyalty, betrayal, or retribution, it is clear that universal ideas are present throughout the 
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text.  As readers, we connect with the incidents in the novel not because we have gone 

through them ourselves.  Rather, we connect with them because they represent larger 

universal ideas that exist in all of our lives.  Who has not felt the desire to act out of 

loyalty, the need to seek revenge, or the pain that betrayal brings us?  In the end, these are 

experiences that make us all human.  After all, good literature always teaches us about 

ourselves.                
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