
 

OF MICE AND MEN 
 

Curley’s Wife 
 

a) With reference to the ways Steinbeck presents Curley’s wife, show how far 
you agree that Curley’s wife is a victim. 

 
**NB: In the following essay plan, I have used a colour-coding system where 
narrative methods are presented in red and quotations are highlighted.** 
 
There is considerable evidence for viewing Curley’s wife as a victim: she is trapped 
in a loveless marriage, ostracized on the basis of her gender and she dies as a result of 
Lennie’s accidental violence. At the same time, however, her selfish and attention-
seeking behaviour arguably reduces our sympathy for her to some extent. Steinbeck 
draws on a variety of narrative methods to suggest that Curley’s wife is 
simultaneously a victim of a cruel, misogynistic society and a perpetrator of cruelty 
and selfishness herself.  
 
One way in which Steinbeck encourages us to view Curley’s wife as a victim is by 
showing her to be under Curley’s control.  
• She is trapped in a loveless marriage to a controlling and violent man, as she 

makes clear through the sarcastic tone she uses to comment about her husband to 
Lennie: “Swell guy, ain’t he?” 

• Curley’s view of his wife as a possession is clear from the way he prevents her 
from leaving the ranch and tries to stop her from talking to the other workers, as 
evidenced by her admission that she gets lonely because she ‘can’t talk to nobody 
but Curley’.  While she defies his orders by talking to Lennie, Candy and Crooks, 
it is clear that she has no life of her own and no real power to speak of. Her sense 
of alienation is clear from the candid tone she uses to tell Lennie ‘I get awful 
lonely’, and this disclosure of her loneliness and her vulnerability makes us more 
likely to perceive her as a victim of her husband’s controlling nature. 

• Another reason for viewing her as a victim is that Curley’s interest in her is solely 
sexual, as evidenced by the sexualized image contained in Candy’s revelation that 
he wears a ‘glove fulla Vaseline’ to keep his hand soft for caressing her. 

• Steinbeck reinforces Curley’s wife’s status as a victim through the fact that she is 
denied a name, being defined only in terms of her relationship to him and referred 
to throughout the novella as ‘Curley’s wife’.  

 
Besides being treated poorly by her husband, Curley’s wife can also be seen as a 
victim due to the way she is scorned and objectified by the other ranch workers.  
• She is marginalized by the men on the ranch on the basis that ‘A ranch with a 

bunch of guys on it ain’t no place for a girl, specially like her’. They have no idea 
how to relate to her as anything other than a sexual object and are uneasy and 
awkward when she attempts to interact with them.  

• Their contempt for her is clear from the way they refer to her throughout the novel 
using derogatory, sexist terms like ‘tart’, ‘bitch’, ‘tramp’, ‘jail bait’ and ‘rattrap’. 

 
Curley’s wife’s status as a victim is reinforced through her revelations about her 
earlier life and her disclosure that she is lonely.  



 

• She tells Lennie that before she married Curley she was cruelly misled by a man 
from ‘the pitchers’, who persuaded her to go out with him by promising to make 
her a star. Her willingness to believe his obvious lies highlights her naiveté and 
increases our sympathy for her situation. 

 
Further evidence for viewing Curley’s wife as a victim lies in the fact that even in 
death, she is spurned by Curley. He demonstrates no grief at her death, and is 
clearly more concerned with catching Lennie than upset at his loss.  
• When Slim suggests that Curley ought to stay with his wife while the other men 

search for Lennie, Curley’s disregard for her is evident from the determined tone 
he uses to convey his preoccupation with catching Lennie: ‘I’m goin’… I’m 
gonna shoot the guts outta that big bastard myself…’ 

 
That being said, Steinbeck’s presentation of Curley’s wife as a vain, attention-
seeking temptress undermines her status as a victim to some extent by reducing 
our sympathy for her character. 
• Steinbeck presents Curley’s wife as a ‘loose’ woman who is intent on seducing 

the ranch workers. Her vanity and her desperate need for validation are conveyed 
through his descriptions of her glamorous appearance and the way she constantly 
tries to advertise her physical assets, as when Steinbeck uses an image to describe 
how she leans against the door frame ‘so that her body was thrown forward’. The 
stark contrast between the images of her ‘rouged lips’ and ‘red mules’ with 
‘bouquets of ostrich feathers’ and the images used to describe the squalid 
conditions of the bunkhouse with its whitewashed walls and unpainted floor 
indicates that her attire is wholly inappropriate for her surroundings.  

• Steinbeck’s liberal use of red in his descriptions of her physical appearance, as 
seen in the adjectives ‘red’ and ‘rouged’, represents Curley’s wife as both highly 
sexualized and a source of danger, since red is symbolic of desire and associated 
with warning signs.  

• Steinbeck also presents Curley’s wife as a threatening influence as opposed to a 
victim through the image used to describe the way she blocks out the light when 
she appears in the doorway to the bunkhouse in Chapter 2: ‘the rectangle of 
sunshine in the doorway was cut off’. Since light in the novel is symbolically 
associated with hope and darkness with danger, this description identifies her as a 
disruptive and negative influence and can be seen as foreshadowing her later 
death in the barn.  

• Our sympathy for Curley’s wife is also diminished by her admission that she 
married Curley for selfish reasons in order to escape her previous life of drudgery. 
She has pretensions to grandeur and speaks disparagingly of her house, using an 
arrogant tone to claim ‘I ain’t used to livin’ like this’. Her high opinion of herself 
is reinforced through her claims that she was destined for a glittering career ‘in the 
movies’. 

 
Curley’s wife’s status as a victim is also threatened by her dismissive attitude 
towards George and Lennie’s dream and her cruel treatment of Crooks.  
• She ridicules George and Lennie’s dream of buying their own farm, and in doing 

so attacks the only source of hope in their mundane existence. Her insensitivity is 
highlighted through the contemptuous tone she uses to dismiss George and 
Lennie’s plans: ‘I seen too many you guys. If you had two bits in the worl’, why 
you’d be in gettin’ two shots of corn with it and suckin’ the bottom of the glass.’ 



 

• She then behaves in a vindictive and threatening manner towards Crooks when he 
threatens to tell Curley about her coming into the barn, referring to him using the 
racist slur of ‘nigger’ and implying that she could have him hanged: ‘I could get 
you strung up on a tree so easy it ain’t even funny.’ Despite having next to no 
power herself, she seeks to dominate someone below her in the social hierarchy.  

• She addresses Crooks, Lennie and Candy using derogatory labels, describing them 
contemptuously as ‘a nigger and a dum-dum and a lousy old sheep’. Her attitude 
to them reveals her lack of empathy for others in similarly powerless positions.  

 
Another significant barrier to viewing Curley’s wife as a victim lies in the fact 
that she plays a role in her own death and Lennie’s. 
• Her need for attention and validation leads her to pursue Lennie, despite it being 

obvious that he does not have the capacity to fully understand her intentions. By 
selfishly pursuing Lennie and encouraging him to stroke her hair, she instigates a 
chain of events that will result in his death as well as hers. Her manipulative 
nature is revealed through her use of an imperative and a persuasive tone to coax 
Lennie into touching her hair: “Feel right aroun’ there an’ see how soft it is.” 
 

Yet on the other hand, many of the unlikeable aspects of Curley’s wife can be 
understood as reflecting the limited roles available to women in 1930s’ America, 
and in this sense, they may actually bolster our perception of her as a victim. 
• Her desperate attempts to flirt with the ranch workers suggests that she has 

accepted her role as a sexual object and believes that this is the only way for a 
woman to gain validation in a man’s world. 

• Her viciousness towards Crooks, meanwhile, can be understood as a self-
preservation tactic: it points to a deep mistrust of everyone around her, which 
presumably stems from the way she herself has been mistreated. Having no one to 
defend her, it is possible that she developed this caustic side to her personality as a 
means of protecting her own interests in a dog-eat-dog world. 

 
Having considered the ways Steinbeck presents Curley’s wife throughout the novel, it 
is clear that despite playing a role in the novel’s tragic events and exhibiting some 
distasteful behaviour which diminishes our sympathy for her character to some extent, 
she can ultimately be considered a victim of the misogynistic attitudes underpinning 
1930s’ American society. As a female in a male-dominated world, she is powerless to 
change her life and can only choose from the limited roles of submissive wife or 
‘tramp’ dictated to her by the novel’s male characters.  


