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___________________________________________________________________  

An Abstract 

 This paper throws light on the animal behavior underlying human conduct, which is considered a major 

theme throughout the work and shows how Lennie and Candy are connected with animals via their various 

individual characteristics, such as physical appearance, mental capacity, or emotional maturity. Other characters 

like Curley and Carlson, demonstrate their animal like nature in their interactions with others. Despite the 

obvious connection between the human nature and animal nature of the characters in the work, some of the 

characters attempt to rise above their bestial nature by dreaming and seeking companionship which is touched 

upon rather meaningfully in this paper. 

Key words:   Cynicism, optimism, misfortunes, predestine,  

   nostalgic, instinctual, domesticated 

___________________________________________________________________ 

 John Steinbeck in his fictional microcosm has depicted his ‘man’ with an animalistic blend and animals 

act as symbols of the bestial nature of man. He is of the view that man was a product of instincts, for he says: 

 “I find it valid to understand man as an animal before I am  

prepared to know him as a man” (307). 

Hence, it is found that in all his novels, he has either directly or indirectly made use of animals to present the 

instinctual nature of man. In In Dubious Battle, the whole group of strikers, when advocated by the leaders to 

adhere to violence to put down violence on the part of the capitalists, become a big animal with a thirst for 

blood. In  Of Mice and Men, Lennie is presented as an animal with a big paw which reminds us of a bear. In  
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The Grapes of Wrath, the turtle acts as a symbolic representation of the enduring quality of the Joads. The 

method which Steinbeck adopts in indicating the instincts present in man is clearly explained by Harold C. 

Gardiner as follows: 

“Steinbeck sets human conduct and animal conduct side by side, on the same plane, not simply as commentaries 

one on the other but as indications of the same nature in the two apparently disparate sorts of creature …. 

Steinbeck incessantly presents man as a creature, indeed a captive, of instincts and appetites only, blindly 

desiring and striving, not reasoning, judging, choosing, but automatically responding to impulses and actions” 

(P 228). 

Steinbeck, being a student of biology, applied his knowledge of animal behaviour to human life. In Of Mice 

and Men, Lennie, a symbolic representation of the “inarticulate and powerful yearnings of all men” (Lisca 134) 

is presented as an unreformed brute with a big paw. This big paw helps Lennie to catch hold of Curley’s fist. 

The result is that Curley feels as though his fist has been caught between the two jaws of a big nut-cracker. This 

very scene is expressive of Lennie’s animal nature-bear’s way of holding – innocent by itself but backed by 

huge power. Steinbeck, in portraying Lennie, while he drinks water in the pond before reaching the ranch in 

animalistic in nature: 

 “He dropped his blankets and flung himself 

 down and drank from the surface of the green 

 pool: drank with long gulps, snorting into 

 the water like a horse …. “ (OMM 24). 

This animal behaviour of Lennie is presented to show his primitive nature as that of the Stone Age man. George 

gets irate and scolds him when Lennie wishes for a ketchup. The harsh words from George make Lennie to utter 

that he would seek a  resort for peace and an outlet for his instinctual feeling if George does not want him. He 

says: 

 “If you don’t want me, I can go off 

 in the hills an’ find a cave” (OMM 33) 

By presenting Lennie’s wish for a primitive life Steinbeck here presents man to be engulfed in the material 

consciousness, but when restricted, tries to become an escapist who seeks, with primeval innocence, a pleasure 

from Nature. As opposed to Lennie, George, the supposed intellectual animal, is the guardian of the base animal 

(Lennie). 
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 But at times, he also reveals that he is also a product of instincts. When Curley gets angry and punches Lennie, 

Lennie’s frightened to defend himself. He does not retaliate but behaves like a domesticated animal and howls. 

He expects his master, George, to protect him. But “George was not on his feet yelling …. Get him, Lennie, 

Don’t let him do it” (OMM 78). 

 This order of the intellectual animal shows his hasty decision based on his emotions which is in fact 

instinctual, for he fails to see the consequences. When Slim, the jerkline skinner, offers to help Lennie, George 

stops him. This incident, though it foreshadows the mainstream of the novel, also shows the degradation of 

George’s intellect at the time of crisis revealing that he is also a man guided after all by instinct. He himself 

accepts for his dearth of ideas which stopped him for a better life, instead of bucking barley. Lennie’s interest in 

striking furry things indicates the flaw in his character leading to the tragedy of a man with animal response. His 

act of striking mice and pups helps one to understand his mind which forbids him from wishing for an elevated 

social motivation. But for George, the dead mice or pups are only trivial things. Lennie’s acts are purely 

animalistic, either in drinking water like a horse or creeping out of the barn after unwittingly killing Curley’s 

wife. Carlson is not able to tolerate the stink of Candy’s dog. So, he prefers to shoot it. He does it without the 

consent of its master. Candy, who is inflicted with pain on Carlson’s pleasure of doing it. The condition of the 

old dog is a symbolic reference to the helpless condition of Lennie and also to Candy. Candy feels that he too 

might be shot because of his lameness and old age. Similarly, the presence of mice, both in the title and in the 

novel, symbolizes and corresponds to Lennie’s action. The title has been taken from Robert Burn’s poem “On 

Turning Her up in Her Nest with the Plough”: 

 “The best laid schemes of mice an’ men 

 Gang after agley 

 And Lea’s us naught but grief and pain 

 For Promis’d joy” (Qtd. in Marx, 59). 

As the schemes of mice end only in grief and pain, the promised joy – of owing a piece of land and a small 

house of George and Lennie – ends in pain and grief. Peter Lisca comments: 

“This dream and its possibilities are further explored through Lennie’s visit with Crooks, the power of the 

dream manifesting itself in Crook’s conversion from cynicism to optimism. But at the very height of his 

conversion, the mice symbol re-appears in the form of Curley’s wife, who threatens the dream by bringing with 

her the harsh realities of the outside world and by arousing Lennie’s interest” (Liason’s World 138). 
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In presenting the conditions of  the ranch workers, “Steinbeck uses an animal image through the words of 

George. The ranchers are aimless and are deprived of family life. They pound their tail on some other ranch. 

The net result of this is exploitation. Earlier,  in the valley, when George lies on his back in the sand with folded 

hands under his head, Lennie ‘imitates’ him. The word ‘imitate’ used by the author suggests an animal impulse. 

Towards the end of the novel, when Lennie after killing Curley’s wife comes to the brush, Steinbeck presents a 

scene where the heron swallows a small water snake and another snake freed from the clutches of the heron on 

the arrival of Lennie. It is also suggestive of Lennie (the first  swallowed snake) and George (the escaped 

snake).  In addition, animal references like Lizards, rabbits, dogs, deer, snakes (especially water snake) also 

proves Steinbeck’s interest  in the animal world. 

 The presentation of animals and their behaviour is also found in the characters, either explicitly or 

implicitly in The Grapes of Wrath. This novel deals with the compulsive migration of the Okies to California 

by the external factors such as the dusk storm and the Depressions of the 1930’s. Their misfortunes, their 

journey and their final conditions to which they are subjected to are presented in an elucidating manner. Also in 

presenting their characters and in stressing the significance of their actions, Steinbeck has used the animal 

world. In showing the human domination over animals, Steinbeck’s characters give an implicit suggestion of 

their own image. Tom, crushes the grass-hopper that lands on the instrumental panel of the truck named 

“Oklahoma City Transport Company” and casually begins a conversation with the truck driver by brushing his 

finger tips. He is not aware of his cruel act even when he speaks of his murderous act of killing a man. This is 

revealed when Jim Casy asks: 

 “You ain’t  ashamed of nothin’ then? 

He replies, “No, I ain’t” (GW 10). 

 Similarly, Tom in dressing the rabbit that was killed by Muley Graves proves himself to be a rational 

being who cares only for his sustenance in a deserted house and of the same time his mania and rostalgia for 

fresh killed meat. Steinbeck’s presentation in the pig killings before the Joad’s departure to California with the 

cutting of the artery, show of blood and the trails of the dry blood and the trails of the dry blood shows the 

innate nature – brutality – of the primitive man. But Winfield, before the killing of the pigs hears it from Ruthie. 

He is reduced to madness and staggers and sinks to the ground. The child Winfield not being aware of the hurry 

to depart and its need, innocently feels it to be a murderous act. But for the adult, it becomes a mechanical 

work. Similarly, 
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 Ma Joad, the wisher for the family unity, kills the ant that crawls on Granma’s neck. She considers the ant’s 

movement to be a disturbance to her mother’s peaceful sleep and does it consciously. Allen Mary in striking a 

parallel between the destruction of the ant by Ma Joad and crushing of the ant by the turtle says: 

“The turtle – by the way, less aggressive than Ma as it simply closes down on what has entered its shell – 

subsists on the ant. Ma disposes of it as an irritant – and she does so with gusto” (Mary P 30). 

The turtle, as a symbolic and significant survivor of Steinbeck’s animal kingdom, “resembles the stoic, 

independent animals found in American Literature” (Mary 130). Steinbeck portrays his man as a creature with 

an enduring quality to reach his destination irrespective of the obstacles he faces. Tom brings a land turtle as a 

plaything to the kids. He wraps it up in his coat and releases it when he and Casy depart to join their family. He 

finds it difficult to predict the turtle’s journey. By the directed life of the turtle, Steinbeck portrays man as one 

different from man’s misdirected life because this man (Tom) has killed another man in a bar brawl whereas the 

turtle survivors by crushing an ant. Apart from the enduring quality to survive there are only few parallels 

between the turtle and the Joads. As Allen Mary has pointed out, Stuart Burns comments: 

 “Unlike the Joads, the turtle survives because 

 of self – interest” (P 131). 

The Joads travel towards the South-West direction and reach their destination – California. The difficulty in the 

turtle’s journey is a kin to the family’s struggle. The turtle is disturbed initially  by Tom, then by the cat, later 

by the truck which hits its hard shell. It lays still, then leaves the oat seeds and starts on its journey “drawing a 

wavy shallow trench in the dust with its shell” (Steinbeck’s GW 13). Similarly, “Tom Joad plodded along 

dragging his cloud of dust behind him” (GW 140). Here, compared with the turtle, Tom is an amateur to the 

dusty life that he is going to undertake amidst hindrances. Jim Casy’s preference for the wilderness, to that of 

being a preacher, and his inability to predict his next step can also be compared with the turtle which goes off 

somewhere, predestined. Here, Steinbeck presents man as one who groups with a hope to achieve an end with 

that of the turtle with a fixed destination. This is what Jim Casy says: 

 “That’s right, he’s goin’ some place - 

 Me – I don’t know where I’m goin” (GW 44). 

Steinbeck, in order to characterize the human sex drive, presents us with many animal tropes regarding Al Joad, 

Muley Graves and through Casy also. Muley Graves is in a depressed mood without his family and just wanders 

around like a ghost. The nostalgic memories of the land, which is now under the control of the share-croppers, 

make him think of the days when he took a girl to the brush. 
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 The trope used by Steinbeck suggests the wantonness for both the land and the physique: 

 “Me fourteen an’ stamp in an’ jerkin 

 an’ snoring, like a buck deer, randy 

 as a billy goat” (GW 44). 

Similarly, Tom, on his parole, meets his family in uncle John’s house. On enquiring about the family, he finds 

Pa Joad that Virile Al Joad is ‘billy – goating and Tom – Cattin’ (GW 73). Basing the study on Darwin’s theory 

of the struggle for existence, it is taken on a three-fold level – ‘Intraspecific struggle, Interspecific struggle, and 

environmental struggle” (Ranganathan 91). These three are found akin to Steinbeck’s characters through the 

animal world. The animals presented in this novel indicate the character’s condition thereby helping the readers 

to derive Steinbeck’s image of man through animal behaviour. In the words of Robert J.Griffin, “The animal 

symbols through their complex relationships with subsidiary motifs and devices, and with more straight forward 

narration and exploitation and argumentation, that they provide major symbols integral to the art and substance 

of the novel” (P 116). Alfred Kazin rightly holds: 

“Steinbeck’s deep amateur interest in biology gave him the necessary detachment and slow curiosity to 

approach the modern social struggle as a tragic-comedy of animal instincts” (P 395). 

To conclude, it may be said that Steinbeck has presented his characters in such a way that their behaviour in 

different situations corresponds to that of animals. 
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