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Loneliness in Of Mice and Men

In the 1930’s during the Great Depression, loneliness was widespread and very common. John Steinbeck highlights the life of loneliness at that time in Of Mice and Men especially through the anomaly of the closely bound friendship of George and Lennie. The theme of loneliness is observed through the setting of the story, within the plot, and through all the characters’ actions and interactions in the story.

The theme of loneliness is clearly exhibited within the setting established in the novella. The setting of the story vividly illustrates the theme of loneliness. The bunk house – the center of living and the main location in the story – is evidence for the loneliness of the working life at the time since people come and go alone, not having time to make any friendships. Inside the bunk house in the ranch, “over each bunk there was nailed an apple box […] for the personal belongings of the occupant of the bunk” (19). It is important to realize that their personal possessions can fit in an apple box. They live in meager and poor conditions. Any human constantly on the road, and living this kind of life in this kind of place, has to be a very lonely person. Furthermore, “in the middle of the room stood a big square table littered with playing cards, and around it were grouped boxes for the players to sit on” (19). Since they can’t enjoy anyone else’s company, they busy themselves from their own lonely lives so they play cards. Cards can be said to be their only companion and ironically reinforces the ideas of partners although these partners can change game to game or as new crew come to the ranch. Their solitary life as a result of their parsimonious living and the type of life they lead can be justified through the setting of the bunkhouse. 

As the plot unfolds, the theme of loneliness evolves and becomes more and more apparent. Throughout the plot, Lennie and George are seen to be the least lonely of all the worker on the ranch. In the exposition of the story George tells Lennie, “We got someone to talk to that gives a damn about us. We don’t have to sit in no bar room blowin’ in our jack jus’ because we got no place to go” (15). Their close friendship and their ties demonstrate that they are far from lonely. This creates an anomaly, since they deviate from the rest, contrasting from a background of loneliness. When Lennie is given a puppy he stays “right out there in the barn with his pup. He won’t want to come in [the bunk house] no more now he’s got a pup” (55). Throughout the rising action of the plot, George and Lennie seem to drift apart gradually. Lennie likes to pet the pups to get away from this lonely world, making him, sometimes in par--lonely. Towards the closing stages of the story, Lennie is left alone in the woods “and from out of Lennie’s head, there [comes]a little fat old woman” (113), and later “out of Lennie’s head there [comes] a gigantic rabbit” which “[speaks] in Lennie’s voice too” (115). Lennie’s loneliness begins to reach new heights towards the end of the story. We start to see him imagine things since he’s without George’s company—and at this point the theme of loneliness reaches it pinnacle when Curly’s wife is killed by Lennie, and then George realizes he can no longer be with his friend who is a liability: the ultimate sacrifice of friendship—letting a friend go knowing the other will be left behind.
The theme of loneliness is dominant over much of the characters in the story, noticeably through Lennie and George; however, Crooks and Curley’s wife are two examples of the solitary lives of the characters too. Crooks explains to Lennie, “They play cards in there, but I can’t play because I’m black. They say I stink. […] Ever’body went into town. Slim an’ George an’ everybody” (77). We can tell that Crooks is lonely because of the racial segregation of the times. Everybody leaves him there, so he reads to occupy his time. Through the way he talks and his openness, he is eager to get rid of the loneliness and so starts a casual conversation with Lennie rather than with the horses he tends and the characters in the books he reads. Another lonely character in the story, Curley’s wife, confesses to Lennie, “I never get to talk to nobody. I get awful lonely […] you can talk to people, but I can’t talk to nobody but Curley” (99), she admits about her abandoned dreams, and when she died “the ache for attention [was] all gone from her face” (105). Curley’s wife was a terrible “man-trap” that dressed unusually, yet she was simply lonely. All she longed for was the attention and for the attention she did all these belligerent acts. Though she was not the only one, she opens up towards the end, showing all that happened revolves around the fact that she was simply lonely. In the ranch, Lennie and George surprise Slim and the other characters with their bond. Slims surprise forces him to talk about the fact that they “hardly never seen two guys travel together. […] They just come in and get their bunk and work a month, and then quit and go out alone.  Never seem to give a damn about nobody. It just seems kinda’ funny a cuckoo like him and a smart guy like you travelin’ together” (44). This sheds light on the loneliness existing in the characters already. In a place where people come and go alone, George and Lennie are one of a kind and so the characters emphasize the fact that loneliness is more common and it is unusual to see such a bond, the way Slim does. We also learn that not everyone’s what they seem they are.

The theme of loneliness is a dominant theme seen throughout the novella. Through many factors, it is the main conflict within the characters’ lives. The setting of the bunk house emphasizes the loneliness of the characters. The plot and the gradual building and evolving of the loneliness within the characters make it more apparent. What also contributed was the characters lonely nature and how they opened up, especially interacting with George and Lennie. It is also important to remember that people at the time had nothing save for the clothes they had on their backs, thus countless poor workers struggled as very lonesome drifters.
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