Lennie's Death: Murder or Euthanasia? A Look at John Steinbeck's of Mice and Men

By Mike Jones 

John Steinbeck's novel, Of Mice and Men, depicts the character of Lennie as both a child and an animal. Lennie is a grown man with a mild mental handicap that impairs his thinking and judgment, making others treat him as less then human. Lennie's actions are controlled by his animal instincts, while his thought process is childish. Constantly seeking George's approval like a young child, Lennie obeys every command given by George without question. At the same time, his behavior is directed by an animal-like impulsiveness which, given his lack of judgment and great strength, often ends badly. Without intent or malice, he repeatedly harms or kills the things he desires. Lennie displays a childlike purity allowing the reader to empathize with him, while also recognizing that his destructive animal instincts make it necessary that, like Candy's dog, Lennie must be shot for his own good.

Throughout the novel, Steinbeck attempts to make the reader empathize with Lennie by portraying him as a young child. George is like a parent and role model to Lennie, telling him what to do, keeping track of him, and scolding him when necessary. Lennie, like a child, constantly seeks George's approval for any action he takes. This occurs when Lennie says to George, while splashing his hand through and creating ripples in the pool of water, "Look George. Look what I done" (3). Later, after repeatedly asking George for ketchup and getting scolded, Lennie says, "I was only foolin' George. I don't want no ketchup. I wouldn't eat no ketchup if it was right here beside me... I'd leave it all for you. You could cover your beans with it and I wouldn't touch none of it" (13). Again, Lennie is attempting to please George and seeks his approval. The repetitive story telling of the dream shows once more the childlike tendencies of Lennie. Knowing Lennie can tell the story on his own, George tells him to do it himself. Lennie responds saying, "No.... you tell it. It ain't the same if I tell it. Go on.... George" (16). 

Like a child, Lennie often attempts to lie to George, while George knows full well what Lennie is doing. When walking from Weed, George sees Lennie petting a dead mouse and demands that it is given to him. Lennie tells George, "What mouse George? I ain't got no mouse" (9). Later, Lennie is given a puppy, which he attempts to bring into the bunk house. Again, George tells him to put it back and Lennie responds, "What pup George? I ain't got no pup" (47). One of Lennie's most childish characteristics gets him into the most trouble. When George tells Slim why they were forced to flee from Weed, he says, "He wants to touch ever'thing he likes. Just wants to feel it" (45). Lennie's childlike feeling that everything nice has to be touched leads to all the external conflicts of the story. By depicting Lennie as an innocent child, the reader does not fear the large man, but rather becomes more concerned about him than other characters in the story. 

Steinbeck's portrayal of Lennie as an animal is meant to convey his size, strength, and impulsiveness. Throughout the novel, Steinbeck constantly reminds the reader of Lennie's size using allusions to various animals. George and Lennie arrive at a pool of water and Lennie immediately dips his head under and "drank with long gulps, snorting into the water like a horse" (3). He drinks until George fears Lennie will be sick. Moments later, after Lennie is refreshed, Steinbeck compares him to a bear writing, "Lennie dabbled his big paw in the water" (3). After leaving the pond, George discovers the dead mouse Lennie is concealing in his pocket and tells him to bring it to him. Lennie approaches George, "Slowly, like a terrier who doesn't want to bring a ball to its master, Lennie approached, drew back, and approached again" (9). This comparison to a dog is a reoccurring theme. Lennie follows George like a dog and obeys his commands. In addition, Candy's dog plays as important role in the novel. Lennie is the human version of Candy's old dog. Carlson attempts to persuade Candy to put his dog out of its misery saying, "He ain't no good to you, Candy. An' he ain't no good to himself. Why'n't you shoot him, Candy (49)? Later in the novel, George is faced with a parallel situation; like Candy, he must come to terms with killing his long time companion.

Depicting Lennie as childlike makes the ending of the novel one of the most controversial ever written. Thinking of Lennie as a child, the reader cannot bear to see him shot in the back of the head by his best friend and "father figure." However, at the same time, the reader realizes Lennie, like Candy's dog, is no good to himself or to others. Although Lennie is George's companion, it becomes necessary for George to kill him. Constantly getting into trouble with his basic animal, yet childlike instincts, he forces the pair to be constantly on the move. Neither can keep a steady job. Moreover, Lennie must always flee to avoid being killed, while George, Lennie's keeper, must give up his job as well even though he did nothing wrong. George realizes, after Lennie kills Curley's wife, what needs to be done for the better of both of them. George did not kill Lennie because he was upset with him, he even reassures him saying, "No, Lennie. I ain't mad. I never been mad, an' I ain't now. That's a thing I want ya to know" (116). Heeding Candy's earlier words of regret for not shooting his own dog, "I ought to of shot that dog myself, George. I shouldn't ought to of let no stranger shoot my dog" (67). George, out of love, decides to kill Lennie himself. When the reader views the circumstance in light of the killing of Candy's dog, it is seen as the right and necessary thing to do. 

Due to his destructive nature, Lennie's death is necessary even though his mindset was one of an innocent child. To some, such as devout Christians, George's decision to murder Lennie is morally wrong. Every life, they would argue, has value and only God has the right to decide. To others, the euthanasic killing of Lennie is the only choice George can make to prevent Lennie from causing further harm to others. In Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck reveals his opinion. As Slim says when he finds George with the dead Lennie, "Never you mind... A guy got to sometimes" (117). Today's debate about capital punishment and euthanasia shows that these issues remain controversial and unresolved. 
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