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EXPLORING JOHN
STEINBECK'’S
CLASSIC: A
COMPLETE GUIDE
TO THE CHAPTER
SUMMARIES OF OF

MICE AND MEN

John Steinbeck’s Of
Mice and Men remains
one of the most
powerful and
accessible novellas in
American literature.
Set during the Great
Depression, the story
follows two displaced
migrant ranch workers,
George Milton and
Lennie Small, as they
seek a better life in
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California’s Salinas
Valley. While the plot is
stark and tragic, each
chapter builds layered
meaning through
character, dialogue,
and setting. Below, you
will find a
comprehensive

breakdown of the
chapter summaries of
Of Mice and Men,
designed to help
readers understand the
narrative arc, literary

devices, and key
themes. Whether you
are a student

preparing for an exam,
a teacher looking for a
refresher, or a curious
reader, these chapter
summaries of Of Mice
and Men will provide


https://everybodystreet.com/

clarity and insight into
Steinbeck’s
masterpiece.

Before diving into the
chapter summaries of
Of Mice and Men, it
helps to recall the
central premise.
George is small, sharp,
and quick-tempered.
Lennie is physically
enormous but
intellectually disabled,
with a gentle heart and
a dangerous habit of

accidentally killing
small animals.
Together, they dream

of owning a small farm
where they can be self-
sufficient and free from
the harsh demands of
itinerant labor. This
dream, and its ultimate
destruction, forms the
emotional core of the
novella.

CHAPTER 1: A

The opening chapter of
Of Mice and Men
introduces readers to
the two protagonists as
they arrive at a
clearing beside the
Salinas River. The
natural setting is
described with lyrical
precision—the water is
warm, the sand is
white, and the evening
is peaceful. This serene
contrast to the
violence that follows is
one of the novella’s
most famous
techniques.

Key
Events in
Chapter 1

e George and
Lennie camp for
the night before

FRAGILE starting work at
BEGINNING a nearby ranch.

e Lennie carries a
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dead mouse in
his pocket, which
he likes to pet,
but George
forces him to
throw it away.
George discovers
that Lennie has
been hiding the
mouse and
scolds him,
revealing his
frustration with
the burden of
caring for Lennie.
Lennie asks
George to
describe their
dream of owning
a farm, a story
that clearly
comforts both
men.

George warns
Lennie to stay
away from
trouble and,
most
importantly, to
return to the
river if anything
bad happens.

Thematic
and
Character
Insights

This chapter
immediately

establishes the power
dynamic between the
two men. George is
both protector and
critic, while Lennie is
childlike and trusting.
Their shared dream of
a farm represents
hope, autonomy, and
escape from the
loneliness of migrant
life. The chapter also
introduces the motif of
soft things—Lennie’s
love for petting soft
items foreshadows the
tragic events to come.
In any study of chapter
summaries of Of Mice
and Men, this first



section is crucial for
understanding the
bond that drives the
entire plot.

CHAPTER 2: THE
RANCH AND ITS
INHABITANTS

In Chapter 2, George
and Lennie arrive at
the bunkhouse and
meet the other
characters who will
shape their fate.
Steinbeck uses this
chapter to paint a vivid
picture of the social
hierarchy on a
Depression-era ranch.

Key
Character
S
Introduce

d

e Candy: An old,
one-handed
swamper who
owns an aging,
useless dog. He
is lonely and
desperate for
connection.

e Curley: The
boss’s son, a
small, aggressive
man who
immediately
dislikes large
men, especially
Lennie.

e Curley’s Wife:
A young,
attractive woman
who is never
given a name.
She is flirtatious
and deeply
lonely, but also
treated with
suspicion by the
ranch hands.

e Slim: The skilled

and respected
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jerkline skinner,
who becomes an
ally to George
and Lennie.

e Crooks: The
black stable
hand, who is
segregated from
the others due to
racism. He
appears later but
is mentioned
here.

Plot
Develop
ments

George learns from
Candy that Curley is a
jealous bully who has
already targeted
Lennie. George warns
Lennie to avoid Curley
at all costs. Curley’s
wife appears in the
doorway, and Lennie is
immediately drawn to
her beauty, but George

forces him to look
away. This encounter
sets the stage for the
fatal attraction that will
lead to the novel’s
climax. For readers
following the chapter
summaries of Of Mice
and Men, this chapter
is where the tension
begins to build.

CHAPTER 3: A
NIGHT OF
CONFESSIONS AND
VIOLENCE

Chapter 3 is one of the
richest in terms of
character development
and foreshadowing.
The men spend an
evening playing
horseshoes and
talking. George, feeling
comfortable with Slim,
reveals more about his
past with Lennie.



Significan

C

Moments

e George
confesses to Slim
that he used to
play cruel tricks
on Lennie but
stopped after
Lennie almost
drowned
following a joke.
Candy’s dog is
shot by Carlson,
who argues that
the dog is too old
and smelly to
keep. Candy
reluctantly
agrees, and the
shooting takes
place off-page.
This event
mirrors what
George will later
have to do for
Lennie.

 Curley,
humiliated by a
confrontation
with Slim, picks a
fight with Lennie.

e Lennie, at
George’s
command,
initially only
defends himself,
but when Curley
continues
attacking, Lennie
crushes Curley’s
hand.

e Slim warns
Curley to say his
hand got caught
in a machine, or
he will be
laughed off the
ranch.

Symbolic
Weight

The shooting of
Candy’'s dog is a
powerful symbol of
how society discards
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the weak and the old.
Candy later regrets not
shooting the dog
himself, a regret that
George will face in the
final chapter. Curley’s
broken hand also
serves as a reminder
that Lennie’'s strength
cannot be controlled,
no matter how gentle
he intends to be. In all
chapter summaries of
Of Mice and Men,
Chapter 3 is often
highlighted as a
turning point because
it introduces the idea
that mercy can be an
act of love, even when
it is violent.

CHAPTER 4:
ISOLATION AND A
SHARED DREAM

Chapter 4 takes place
in Crooks’s room, a
small shed attached to
the barn. It is a
Saturday night, and
most of the men have
gone to town. Lennie,

who has been petting a
puppy in the barn,
wanders into Crooks’s
room.

Character
Interactio
ns

e Crooks initially
resists Lennie’s
presence,
reminding him
that white men
are not welcome
in his room.

e Lennie's
innocent, non-
judgmental
nature disarms
Crooks, and he
eventually lets
Lennie stay.

e Candy joins
them, and the
three men talk
about the dream
of owning a farm.

e Crooks, who has



been excluded
from any hope of
a better life,
allows himself to
believe he could
join them.

e Curley’s Wife
appears and
insults Crooks,
threatening to
have him
lynched. She also
reveals her own
loneliness and
shattered
dreams.

o After she leaves,
Crooks
withdraws his
offer to join the
farm, saying he
was only joking.

Themes
of Racism
and

Lonelines
S

This <chapter s
essential for
understanding the

social isolation of
characters like Crooks
and Curley’'s Wife.
Crooks is segregated
because of his race,
while Curley’s Wife is
isolated because she is
the only woman on the
ranch and is mistrusted
by all the men. Their
brief moment of shared
hope—the farm
dream—collapses
under the weight of
prejudice and fear. Any
reader examining the
chapter summaries of
Of Mice and Men will
find Chapter 4 to be
the most explicit
commentary on the
American Dream and
its barriers.
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CHAPTER 5: THE
TRAGEDY
UNFOLDS

Chapter 5 is the climax
and the most heart-
wrenching section of
the novella. It takes
place in the barn,
where Lennie has
accidentally killed his
puppy while trying to
pet it too hard.

Events
Leading
to the
Climax

e Lennie is
distraught over
the dead puppy,
worried that
George will be
angry and will
not let him tend
the rabbits on
their future farm.

e Curley’s Wife

enters the barn
and finds Lennie
with the dead
puppy.

She comforts him
and begins to
talk about her
own dreams of
becoming a
movie star.

She invites
Lennie to feel her
soft hair, and
when Lennie
touches it, he
holds on too
tightly.

She panics and
screams, and
Lennie shakes
her in an attempt
to silence her,
accidentally
breaking her
neck.

Realizing what
he has done,
Lennie flees to
the meeting
place by the river
that George had



told him to go to
if he got into
trouble.

Aftermat
h

Candy discovers the
body and alerts the
other men. A lynch
mob forms, led by
Curley, who s
determined to Kkill
Lennie in a gruesome
way. George, knowing
he cannot protect
Lennie from the mob,
makes a painful
decision.

This chapter is the
emotional center of the
novella, and any
thorough set of chapter
summaries of Of Mice
and Men must
emphasize the
inevitability of this
moment. Lennie’s
strength has always
been his greatest

10

liability, and Curley’s
wife’'s death is the
tragic result of a
system that offers no
help to people like
Lennie or women like
her.

CHAPTER 6: THE

FINAL ACT OF
MERCY
The  final chapter

returns to the same
peaceful setting as the
opening—the clearing
by the Salinas River.
Lennie is waiting, as
instructed, and he is
hallucinating. He
imagines his Aunt
Clara and a giant
rabbit scolding him for
disobeying George.

The
Conclusio
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N

» George arrives,

having slipped
away from the
mob before they
could find
Lennie.

He is calm and
gentle, and he
sits down beside
Lennie.

Lennie asks
George to tell
him about the
farm one more
time.

As George
describes the
dream, he raises
the gun he took
from Carlson and
shoots Lennie in
the back of the
head.

The other men
arrive, and Slim
is the only one
who understands
what George did.

He comforts
George, saying,
“You hadda,
George.”

e Curley and
Carlson do not
understand, and
the novella ends
with George
walking away
with Slim,
leaving the
dream behind
forever.

Themes
of
Friendshi
p and
Sacrifice

The final chapter is a
devastating conclusion
to the journey of these
two men. George’s
choice is an act of love
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