One important role of stories is to communicate moral lessons to readers or audiences. This aspect of stories is most often referred to as “theme.” One example of theme is found in John Steinbeck’s novel Of Mice and Men. In it, Steinbeck sets out to show that while the majority has the power to make decisions, those decisions aren’t always right or just. Director Peter Weir also communicates this same theme in the film The Long Way Back. By using examples from both of these sources, this essay will explore this common idea.
Of Mice and Men tells the troubled story of George and Lennie, two migrant workers who travel from ranch to ranch looking for work during the Great Depression. George is small, but very intelligent, while Lennie is a freakishly strong giant with the mind of a young child. Justice in this time is wild, with punishment often handed out by lunch mobs who decide who and what to punish without any trial or legal charges. Early in the novel, we discover that George and Lennie fled their last ranch because a mob was hunting Lennie for allegedly raping a girl:
“Well, he seen this girl in a red dress. Dumb bastard like he is, he wants to touch ever’thing he likes. Just wants to feel it. So he reaches out to feel this red dress an’ the girl lets out a squawk… Lennie’s so scared all he can think to do is jus’ hold on…He was so scairt he couldn’t let go of that dress. And he’s so God damn strong, you know.”

Slim’s eyes were level and unwinking. He nodded very slowly. “So what happens?”

 “…that girl rabbits in an’ tells the law she been raped. The guys in Weed start a party out to lynch Lennie…An’ that night we scrammed outa there.”

Slim sat in silence for a moment. “Didn’t hurt the girl none, huh?” he asked finally.

“Hell, no. He just scared her. I’d be scared too if he grabbed me. But he never hurt her. He jus’ wanted to touch that red dress.” (Steinbeck 42)
In this example, the men on the ranch in Weed decide to lynch Lennie for rape. As a group, they agree to take an action they believe is a fit for a serious crime. The majority rules. The problem is that these men don’t take time to learn the facts and make a careful decision that puts appropriate consequences in place. No one stands up to this group, but who would? Who would argue that a rapist shouldn’t receive a severe punishment for their actions? The group wears the mask of justice, but they set out to lynch Lennie for their own satisfaction of being the ones to punish crime. If they really wanted justice, they would have involved the police to handle the situation. This group had numbers to support their choice, but that doesn’t mean that they were morally right to make it and carry it out.
Peter Weir’s movie The Long Way Back tells the story of a group of men who escape a remote prison camp in Siberia by walking to freedom in India. None of the escaped men are in prison for real crimes, like theft, rape or murder, but their camp is controlled by prisoners who are. Even though there are guards, the real bosses are the criminals, who take whatever they want from others who are not hardened crooks. In one scene, a criminal who owns a knife and is feared as a “boss” in the camp, notices that a new prisoner is wearing a long, warm coat. He demands this coat from the new prisoner. The new prisoner offers him his sweater instead, looking to the rest of the crowd looking on to support what he feels is a fair deal. No one speaks up to agree. The “boss” gets up, walks across the bunkhouse and stabs the new prisoner in the stomach ripping his coat off and taking it for himself. The other hardened criminals cheer him on and congratulate him on his new jacket. (Weir) The real criminals don’t outnumber the prisoners who are truly innocent, but because they act together, they have the power to decide whatever they like. The stabbing victim knew that giving up his warm coat was a death sentence in Siberia, and tried to offer a trade. This is another example of where a group can decide because they have strength of numbers, but are morally wrong. To kill a person for their clothing is clearly wrong, even if you have many people who support you in taking that person’s life.
While Of Mice and Men and The Long Way Back are different kinds of stories, their message is the same. In both cases, the author shows how that while the majority has the power to make decisions, those decisions aren’t always right or just. In Of Mice and Men, the use of mob justice to punish Lennie for the unintentional death of Curly’s wife shows that decisions by majority rule can be terribly wrong. In The Long Way Back, the criminals in the prison camp’s ability to take whatever they want from others, even the weak and defenseless, simply because of their numbers also proves that just because many agree does not justify their actions. These two examples help show how authors use stories as a way to communicate important lessons about life to readers and how the world should be.
