why is the book called of mice and men

why is the book called of mice and men is a question that invites exploration into the deeper
meanings behind John Steinbeck’s classic novella. This title is not arbitrary; it holds significant
symbolic value that enriches the themes, characters, and messages within the story. Understanding
why the book is called Of Mice and Men requires examining the literary allusions, particularly to
Robert Burns’ poem “To a Mouse,” and how these references relate to the plight of the characters.
Furthermore, the title encapsulates the fragility of dreams and the unpredictable nature of life
during the Great Depression, which is central to the narrative. This article will analyze the origins of
the title, its thematic implications, and the connections between the book’s events and the symbolic
meaning of mice and men. By delving into these aspects, readers can gain a comprehensive
understanding of why Steinbeck chose this evocative title and how it frames the entire novella.

e The Origin of the Title "Of Mice and Men"

e Symbolism in the Title

e Thematic Connections to the Story

e Character Analysis Related to the Title

e The Title’s Reflection of the Historical Context

e Conclusion: The Enduring Impact of the Title

The Origin of the Title "Of Mice and Men"

Robert Burns’ Poem “To a Mouse”

The title Of Mice and Men is derived from a line in the poem “To a Mouse” written by the Scottish
poet Robert Burns in 1785. The poem reflects on the unintended consequences of human actions and
the vulnerability of creatures in the face of these disruptions. The famous line reads: “The best laid
schemes 0’ mice an’ men / Gang aft agley,” which translates to “The best laid plans of mice and men
often go awry.” This phrase captures the essence of the novella, where characters’ hopes and plans
are frequently thwarted by external forces beyond their control.

Steinbeck’s Intentional Choice

John Steinbeck deliberately chose this literary allusion to highlight the fragility of human dreams. By
referencing Burns’ poem, Steinbeck connects the struggles of his characters to a universal theme of

unpredictability and disappointment. The title serves as a reminder that despite careful planning and
aspirations, outcomes are uncertain, often shaped by fate or circumstance.



Symbolism in the Title

The Symbol of Mice

Mice symbolize vulnerability, innocence, and the smallness of existence within the broader scope of
life’s challenges. In the novella, the presence of a dead mouse in Lennie’s pocket represents the
fragility of the dreams held by the characters. Mice also evoke a sense of helplessness, much like the
characters who are subject to forces beyond their control. This symbolism underscores the theme
that life’s delicate plans can be easily destroyed.

The Symbol of Men

The term “men” in the title reflects the human condition, encompassing strength, ambition, and the
capacity to dream, but also the limitations and flaws inherent in humanity. Men in the story aspire to
better lives, yet they remain vulnerable to failures and setbacks. The juxtaposition of mice and men
in the title emphasizes the contrast between innocence and experience, as well as the shared
susceptibility to misfortune.

Thematic Connections to the Story

Dreams and Disillusionment

The primary theme connected to the title is the pursuit of dreams and the inevitability of
disappointment. The characters George and Lennie share an idealistic vision of owning land and
living independently, but their “best laid plans” ultimately unravel. This theme is directly tied to the
title’s allusion, illustrating how human dreams often falter despite earnest efforts.

Powerlessness and Fate

Another significant theme is the powerlessness of individuals against larger social and economic
forces. The characters’ lives are affected by the harsh realities of the Great Depression, which limit
their opportunities and dictate their fates. The title reflects this helplessness, reminding readers that
both mice and men are subject to a capricious and often unforgiving world.

Character Analysis Related to the Title

George and Lennie: The Best Laid Plans

George and Lennie’s relationship epitomizes the themes suggested by the title. George acts as a
protector and planner, while Lennie embodies innocence and vulnerability, much like the mouse in
Burns’ poem. Their shared dream of a better future is constantly threatened by Lennie’s
unintentional mistakes, illustrating how even the most carefully constructed plans can fail.



Other Characters and Their Struggles

Beyond the protagonists, other characters such as Candy, Crooks, and Curley’s wife represent
different facets of human vulnerability and thwarted aspirations. Each character’s experience
reflects the broader theme of dashed hopes and social limitations, reinforcing why the title is aptly
chosen to encompass the collective human condition portrayed in the novella.

The Title’s Reflection of the Historical Context

The Great Depression’s Impact

The novella is set during the Great Depression, a time of widespread economic hardship and
uncertainty in America. This historical backdrop is crucial to understanding why is the book called
Of Mice and Men, as it highlights the precariousness of the characters’ lives and dreams. The
economic instability meant that many people’s “best laid plans” were subject to sudden collapse,
mirroring the experiences of Steinbeck’s characters.

Social Commentary Embedded in the Title

The title also serves as a social critique, pointing to the systemic inequalities and harsh realities
faced by migrant workers and marginalized individuals during this period. Steinbeck uses the
symbolic meaning of mice and men to comment on the limited agency of ordinary people and the
societal forces that disrupt their aspirations.

Conclusion: The Enduring Impact of the Title

The question of why is the book called Of Mice and Men reveals the depth and complexity behind
Steinbeck’s choice of title. It encapsulates the novella’s exploration of human vulnerability, the
fragility of dreams, and the influence of uncontrollable forces on individual lives. Through literary
allusion, symbolism, and thematic resonance, the title brings together the key elements of the story
and enhances its emotional and philosophical impact. This enduring title continues to resonate with
readers as a powerful reflection on the universal struggle between hope and reality.

e Derived from Robert Burns’ poem highlighting the unpredictability of life

Symbolizes the vulnerability of dreams (mice) and human ambition (men)

Reflects themes of powerlessness, fate, and disillusionment

Connects deeply with the experiences of the novella’s characters

Embedded within the historical context of the Great Depression



Frequently Asked Questions

Why is the book titled 'Of Mice and Men'?

The title 'Of Mice and Men' comes from Robert Burns' poem 'To a Mouse,' which reflects on how
even the best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry. This relates to the novel's themes of dreams
and the unpredictability of life.

How does the title 'Of Mice and Men' relate to the story's main
characters?

The title symbolizes the vulnerability and fragility of the characters' dreams, especially George and
Lennie, whose plans for a better future are constantly threatened by forces beyond their control.

What is the significance of the poem referenced in the title 'Of
Mice and Men'?

The poem highlights the idea that despite careful planning, things can still fail. This mirrors the
novel's narrative, where characters' hopes are ultimately shattered by fate and circumstance.

Does the title 'Of Mice and Men' suggest a particular theme in
the novel?

Yes, it suggests themes of fragility, vulnerability, and the unpredictability of life, emphasizing that
both animals and humans are subject to forces that can disrupt their lives and dreams.

How does the title influence the reader's understanding of the
novel's message?

Knowing the origin of the title helps readers appreciate the novel's exploration of dashed hopes and
the harsh realities faced by the characters, fostering a deeper empathy for their struggles.

Why did John Steinbeck choose a literary allusion like 'Of Mice
and Men' for his novel's title?

Steinbeck chose this allusion to connect the novel's themes to a broader literary tradition and to
emphasize the universal experience of human vulnerability and the unpredictability of life's
outcomes.

Additional Resources

1. Understanding the Title: Of Mice and Men Explained

This book delves into the origins and significance of the title "Of Mice and Men," exploring the
literary and historical contexts. It examines the connection to Robert Burns' poem "To a Mouse" and
how John Steinbeck’s choice reflects the novel’s themes of vulnerability and shattered dreams.



Readers gain insight into how the title encapsulates the struggles of the characters.

2. The Symbolism Behind Of Mice and Men

Focusing on the symbolic meaning of the novel's title, this book offers a detailed analysis of the
metaphorical elements in Steinbeck’s work. It discusses how the title reflects the fragility of human
plans and the inevitability of disappointment. The book also explores how the title complements the
narrative’s exploration of friendship and hardship.

3. Of Mice and Men: Literary Origins and Interpretations

This title investigates the literary sources that influenced Steinbeck’s choice of title, particularly the
reference to Burns' poem. It offers various interpretations and scholarly perspectives on the
implications of the title in relation to the novel’s themes. The book is ideal for readers interested in
literary criticism and thematic studies.

4. Why "Of Mice and Men"? A Study of Steinbeck’s Title

This study breaks down the reasoning behind Steinbeck’s title, focusing on its thematic relevance
and emotional impact. It discusses how the title sets the tone for the narrative and frames the
reader’s understanding of the characters’ experiences. The book also highlights Steinbeck’s intent
and the cultural significance of the title.

5. The Title and Themes of Of Mice and Men

Exploring the intersection between title and theme, this book connects the phrase "Of Mice and
Men" to the story’s central ideas of dreams, friendship, and loss. It provides an accessible
explanation of why the title is apt for the novel’s portrayal of human vulnerability. The book is
suitable for students and general readers alike.

6. From Poem to Novel: The Title Of Mice and Men

This book traces the journey from Robert Burns' poem "To a Mouse" to Steinbeck’s novel, explaining
the significance of the borrowed phrase. It explains how the title encapsulates the novel’s message
about the unpredictability of life and the fragility of human hopes. Readers will appreciate the
historical and literary context behind the title.

7. Exploring the Meaning of Of Mice and Men’s Title

Offering a comprehensive examination of the title’s meaning, this book analyzes how it reflects the
novel’s depiction of human struggle and companionship. It discusses the metaphorical layers and the
emotional resonance the title brings to the story. The book is a valuable resource for understanding
the novel’s deeper themes.

8. The Impact of the Title Of Mice and Men on Reader Interpretation

This book studies how the title influences readers’ perceptions of the novel and its characters. It
explores the expectations set by the title and how it enhances the narrative’s poignancy. The
analysis includes discussions on the role of titles in literature and their power to shape
interpretation.

9. Of Mice and Men: The Title’s Role in Steinbeck’s Narrative

Focusing on narrative structure, this book examines how the title "Of Mice and Men" frames the
story and its message. It highlights the thematic relevance and how the title encapsulates the
essence of the characters’ experiences. The book is particularly useful for those studying Steinbeck’s
storytelling techniques.
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