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Context (brief): In Chapter 4 the scene is Crooksa€™s small room in the barn. Lennie and Candy are
there; Curleya€™s wife comes in looking for company and starts provoking them. Crooks, who usually
keeps to himself because of the racial segregation on the ranch, tells her to leave.

What she threatens to do: When Crooks tells her to go, she responds by using the power she has as
a white woman in that time and place. She threatens to get Crooks into serious trouble by going to the
boss or by accusing him &€” in effect saying she could have him punished or even have him "strung up."
In other words, she points out that a white womana€™s word about a black man would carry great
danger for him. She also threatens to have him fired or otherwise punished by the ranch authorities.
(Steinbeck makes clear that her threat draws on the real, violent racial vulnerability a black man faced
in 1930s America.)

Is she just mean? The answer is: not simply. Her behavior is cruel, but it grows out of several
complicated forces:

¢ Power dynamics: Curleya€™s wife occupies a low-status but racially privileged position on the
ranch: shea€™s a woman with little independence, yet she is white in a deeply racist society.
Threatening Crooks is a way for her to exercise real power in a place where she otherwise has
little control.

¢ Loneliness and frustration: She wanders the bunkhouses looking for attention and complains
about being trapped in an unhappy marriage. Her insults and threats are also an outlet for her
own isolation and anger.

¢ Insecurity and defense: When Crooks pushes back and asserts himself (rare for him), she
reacts defensively and escalates. Saying she can get him in trouble restores her a sense of safety
and dominance in that moment.

¢ Social context and racism: Her threat is effective because of the historical reality: a white
womana€™s accusation against a black man could lead to immediate, brutal consequences.
Steinbeck uses this to show how institutional racism shapes every interaction 4€"” Crooks knows
the danger even as he tries to stand up for himself.

Why Steinbeck shows this scene: The episode highlights how loneliness, powerlessness, and social
structures produce cruelty. Curleya€™ s wife is abusive here, but her cruelty is partly a reaction to her
own trapped condition. Crooksa€™ s response and his later emotional reactions show the painful limits
placed on black mena€™ s dignity. Together the actions reveal the novela€™s larger themes: isolation,
the corrosive effects of social hierarchies, and how people take out their pain on those weaker than
themselves.

Bottom line: She threatens to use her whiteness and her connection to the ranch authority to get
Crooks punished a€” a threat that implies possible violence. Her behavior is cruel but stems from a mix
of loneliness, insecurity, and a desire for control, set against a racist social order that makes such a
threat terrifyingly real.
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