
 

OF MICE AND MEN 

May 2017: Candy should be pitied 
 

a) With reference to the ways Steinbeck presents Candy, show how far you agree that 
Candy should be pitied.  

 
**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 substantial evidence that Candy should be pitied: the way he is marginalized due to 
his age and disability evokes the reader’s sympathy, and we can feel compassion for the grief 
he suffers over the death of his dog. However, Candy also demonstrates some unlikeable 
qualities and assertive behaviour that arguably make him a less pitiable character in the reader’s 
eyes.  
 
One way in which Steinbeck presents Candy as a character to be pitied is by portraying 
him as elderly and disabled.  
• He is described as ‘a tall, stoop-shouldered old man’ with ‘bristly white whiskers’. The 

adjective ‘stoop-shouldered’ suggests that Candy’s posture has been affected by a lifetime 
of physical labour, while the image of his ‘bristly white whiskers’ emphasizes his age and 
makes us feel compassionate towards him.  

• Candy can also be seen as a pitiable character because he is revealed to have lost his hand 
in an accident on the ranch. The image of Candy entering the bunkhouse carrying ‘a big 
push-broom in his left hand’ indicates that he has been relegated to the role of ‘swamper’ 
due to his injury. Candy’s awareness of his lack of value as a worker is demonstrated when 
he tells George, ‘I ain’t much good with on’y one hand.’ Candy’s disability makes him a 
pitiable character by encouraging the reader to relate to him as a victim. 

• Further evidence that Candy should be pitied is that the ranch owners will fire him once he 
stops being useful: ‘Jus’ as soon as I can’t swamp out no bunk houses they’ll put me on the 
country.’ Candy’s disclosure that ‘I won’t have no place to go’ encourages us to view him 
in sympathetic terms as the victim of an unjust society that does not look after its elderly 
and disabled. The difficulty of Candy’s situation is underscored by his claim that ‘I wisht 
somebody would shoot me’. This image of execution suggests that there is no place for the 
vulnerable in 1930s’ American society, and foreshadows both Carlson’s shooting of 
Candy’s dog and George’s shooting of Lennie.  

 
Steinbeck’s presentation of Candy’s love for his dog provides another reason for viewing 
him as a character who should be pitied by intensifying our sympathy for his loss. 
• Candy’s love for his dog is expressed through the proud tone he uses to tell George that ‘he 

was the best damn sheep dog I ever seen’. Candy’s pride in his dog makes him a 
sympathetic character by showing him to be capable of friendship, unlike most other 
characters on the ranch, and thus enhances our pity for the grief he feels when his dog dies. 

• The image of Candy lying ‘rigidly on his bed staring at the ceiling’ in Chapter 3 also 
presents him as a pitiable character because the adverb ‘rigidly’ suggests that he is 
helplessly awaiting the sound of the shot and is powerless to save his dog.  Steinbeck’s 
repeated use of the word ‘silence’ throughout the episode cements our pity for Candy by 
highlighting the other characters’ inability to console him over the loss of his companion. 

 



 

Steinbeck reinforces the idea that Candy should be pitied by showing him to be coerced 
into allowing Carlson to shoot his dog. 
• The exchanges between Candy, Carlson and Slim make Candy appear a more pitiable 

character by highlighting his vulnerability. Carlson’s power over Candy is clear from the 
way he bullies him through his incessant questions and his insistent tone: ‘He ain’t no good 
to you, Candy… Why’n’t you shoot him, Candy?’ Steinbeck illustrates Candy’s inability 
to challenge Carlson through his use of imagery to describe how ‘The old man squirmed 
uncomfortably’ and ‘scratched the white stubble whiskers on his cheek nervously’. The 
adverbs ‘uncomfortably’ and ‘nervously’ highlight Candy’s uneasiness and suggest that he 
is being pressured into submitting to Carlson’s demands.  

• Candy’s status as a character who deserves to be pitied is reinforced through Slim’s claim 
that ‘That dog ain’t no good to himself. I wish somebody’d shoot me if I got old an’ a 
cripple.’ This statement encourages us to view Candy sympathetically because he, too, is 
old and disabled. Candy’s powerlessness is demonstrated through Steinbeck’s use of the 
adverb ‘helplessly’ to describe how ‘Candy looked helplessly’ at Slim and the adverbs 
‘softly’ and ‘hopelessly’ to describe how he eventually accepts Slim’s decision: ‘At last 
Candy said softly and hopelessly, “Awright – take ’im.”’ 

 
Yet at the same time, Candy displays some unsympathetic qualities that challenge the 
idea that he should be pitied. 
• Candy’s tendency to eavesdrop and gossip about other ranch workers arguably diminishes 

our sympathy for his character. His nosiness is highlighted when George discovers him 
eavesdropping on their conversation: ‘You was pokin’ your big ears into our business.’ 

• Candy also repeats crude gossip about Curley’s relationship with his wife, telling George 
that Curley wears a glove to keep his hand soft for caressing her: ‘that glove’s fulla 
vaseline’. Our sense of his gleeful tone is reinforced by Steinbeck’s use of the metaphor 
‘warmed’ to convey Candy’s pleasure in delivering this piece of gossip: ‘The swamper 
warmed to his gossip’.  

• Candy also spreads rumours about Curley’s wife. He tells George: ‘I seen her give Slim 
the eye… An’ I seen her give Carlson the eye.’ His taste for malicious gossip makes him a 
less pitiable character by revealing a spiteful side to his character. 

 
A further obstacle to viewing Candy as a character who should be pitied is that he 
demonstrates little empathy for the other oppressed characters in the novel. 
• Despite describing Crooks as a ‘nice fella’, Candy reveals that at Christmas he watched a 

ranch hand called Smitty attack Crooks and not only failed to intervene but actively 
encouraged him. Candy’s approval of Smitty’s actions is communicated through the 
admiring tone he uses to recount the event: ‘Smitty took after the nigger. Done pretty good 
too’.  

• Candy’s enjoyment of this incident is conveyed through Steinbeck’s report that ‘He paused 
in relish of the memory’. Candy’s delight in Crooks’s victimization reduces our pity for his 
character by revealing his capacity for cruelty.  

• Candy demonstrates a similar lack of empathy for Curley’s wife. When he discovers her 
lifeless body, he addresses her using a hate-filled tone and a derogatory term: ‘You God 
damn tramp,’ he said viciously.’ Candy’s vitriol towards Curley’s wife causes us to view 
him in less sympathetic terms by highlighting his malicious side. 

 
Another reason why Candy should not be pitied is that he displays strength of character 
by standing up to Curley’s wife when she belittles him, Crooks and Lennie. 



 

• Candy challenges her description of them as ‘a nigger an’ a dum-dum an’ a lousy ol’ sheep’ 
and uses an assertive tone to claim that: ‘Maybe there was a time when we was scared of 
getting’ canned, but we ain’t no more.’ This exchange makes Candy appear less pitiable 
and invites to admire his courage in defending himself against Curley’s wife’s taunts.  

• Candy also displays courage in the way he stands up for Lennie by ordering Curley’s wife: 
‘You let this guy alone. Don’t you do no messin’ around with him.’ Candy’s use of 
imperatives and his warning tone here challenge the idea that he should be pitied by 
showing him to be a character who is capable of standing up for himself and others.  

 
Ultimately, however, Candy’s reaction to finding out that Lennie has killed Curley’s wife 
supports the idea that he should be pitied by highlighting his helplessness. 
• Steinbeck uses aural imagery to enhance our pity for Candy’s grief over his failed dream. 

His sorrow is clear from Steinbeck’s report that ‘He sniveled, and his voice shook’ and the 
wistful tone he uses to lament what might have been: ‘I could of hoed in the garden and 
washed dishes for them guys.’ Steinbeck’s use of the adverb ‘helplessly’ to describe how 
‘He looked back helplessly at Curley’s wife’ also presents him as a victim who deserves 
our sympathy. 

• Steinbeck also encourages us to view Candy as a character to be pitied through the visual 
imagery used to describe him leaving the barn: ‘His eyes blinded with tears and he turned 
and went weakly out of the barn, and he rubbed his bristly whiskers with his wrist stump.’ 
The image of Candy crying and rubbing his chin with his stump evokes a sense of pathos 
by reminding us of his disability and encouraging us to empathize with his plight.  

 
Having considered the ways Steinbeck presents Candy throughout the novel, it is clear that 
despite exhibiting some distasteful behaviour, Candy ultimately deserves to be pitied on the 
basis of his physical infirmity and the way he is marginalized and victimized on the ranch.  
 
  


