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Mercy Killings 

Many scholars and philosophers have debated the justification of mercy killings—a 

murder in which the killer saves the victim from greater harm. John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and 

Men revolves around this idea. In the story, two, co-dependent migrant workers labor together on 

a ranch in hopes of one day managing their own farm. George, the responsible decision-maker, 

protects and cares for Lennie, the irresponsible one with a mild mental disability. However, this 

relationship quickly ends, and their hopeful dream disappears when Lennie does not recognize 

his own strength and pets Curley’s wife to death. George then shoots Lennie to save his life-long 

friend from the wrath of Curley and the other ranchers. Subsequently, this murder removes the 

burden Lennie and his mental handicap places on George and society as a whole. Although 

Steinbeck is not a philosopher, the utilitarianism culture he grew up in heavily influenced his 

writing. Proponents of utilitarianism choose the action that will bring the most good to the most 

people. On the contrary, critics of utilitarianism, called deontologists, assess morality based on 

the action itself, not the consequences of the action. Although some adherents to deontology 

claim that the philosophy of utilitarianism leads to dangerous implications in society, John 

Steinbeck uses utilitarian principles to justify the murder of Lennie. 

Utilitarianism, created by John Stuart Mill and Jeremy Bentham, justifies an otherwise 

immoral deed if the consequences of the deed are good. This ethical system stems from 

consequentialism, which argues that “the consequence of the act is the most important 
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determinant of the act being moral or not” (McCartney). True consequentialists always act in a 

way that brings the greatest good to the majority of the people in a situation. Thus, proponents of 

utilitarianism measure the morality of their actions by the effects of the action, not the action 

itself. They do not care if the immediate action hurts the victim as long as the long-term outcome 

of the deed benefits most people in a specific circumstance. Mill and Bentham specifically define 

a good action as an act that “maximizes pleasure while minimizing pain,” not only for the target 

of the action but for humanity as a whole (McCartney). With this definition, mercy killings are 

just because they alleviate the pain of the wounded and remove a burden from society. Most 

targets of mercy killings are old, disabled, or suffering from a physical illness, and this type of 

murder relieves them of their earthly discomfort. Because of their frailties, they are also unable 

to contribute to society in a meaningful way; therefore, mercy killings also help society because 

they are no longer obligated to care for individuals that cannot give back to humanity. Influenced 

by utilitarianism, Steinbeck utilizes this kind of ethics as validation for the backbone of his 

novella, the mercy killing of Lennie. 

George rationalizes the murder of Lennie because it benefits himself, Lennie, and the rest 

of the ranch workers. Although George loves Lennie as a son, Lennie’s mental disability 

prohibits George “from frequenting the brothels and getting drunk as often as he would like” 

(Han 25). George’s paternal role in Lennie’s life prevents him from having fun and acting his 

age with other people. The other ranch hands also view Lennie as a burden to society. 

Furthermore, Lennie experiences immense emotional pain as a result of accidentally killing 

Curley’s wife. Lennie loves to pet people and animals, but because of his mental handicap, he 

does not understand his own power, especially in comparison to a frail woman. When he strokes 

the hair of Curley’s wife too hard and “her body flop[s] like a fish,” Lennie instantly realizes that 
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he has “done a bad thing.” (Steinbeck 87). With his mental disability, Lennie cannot 

substantially give to society. Plus, he hurts mentally, emotionally, and physically because the 

other ranchers want to kill him. Finally, he causes pain to the majority in the form of unrest on 

the ranch. These three components of the predicament perfectly match the factors of utilitarian 

ethics. George, acting as a proponent of utilitarianism, decides to shoot Lennie, “serv[ing] the 

utilitarian purposes of ridding himself of a cumbersome burden, [relieving]…society of a 

potential menace,” and saving his friend from further harm (Han 25). Even though the initial 

action pains Lennie greatly, the lasting consequences benefit him and the rest of society. Lennie 

will not face the enraged ranchers, and humanity will not carry the weight of the mentally 

disabled. Therefore, according to utilitarianism, the mercy killing of Lennie is moral. 

Contrasting utilitarianism, deontology, founded by Immanuel Kant emphasizes the 

importance of the inherent morality or immorality of the action regardless of the ramifications. 

Kant “believed that we have duties that are imperative and that these duties must never be 

abandoned, regardless of the anticipated outcome” (McCartney). There are two types of 

imperatives—hypothetical and categorical—and they apply to every situation equally, no matter 

the circumstances. Categorical imperatives, “unconditional rule[s] or dut[ies],” conflict with 

utilitarianism values the most (McCartney). The first categorical imperative, called 

universalizability, instructs humans to “always act in such a way that you can…will the maxim 

of your action should [it] become a universal law” (Bannis 3). Universalizability means that if 

everyone on earth performed the same action, that action would still promote goodness in 

society. Respect, or the second categorical imperative, says to “act so that you treat humanity, 

both in your own person and in that of another, always as an end and never as merely a means” 

(Bannis 3). Humans should never use each other as a means to fulfill a personal desire. Everyone 
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deserves respect, regardless of the consequences. According to Kant’s categorical imperatives, 

mercy killings are immoral and unjust. While mercy killings may produce positive effects in the 

future, deontologists do not consider the consequences when measuring morality, and murder by 

definition is immoral. Murder also does not possess universalizability or show respect to other 

human beings. Although Steinbeck writes his story with a utilitarian mindset, Lennie’s mercy 

killing is wrong, when looking at it through a deontological lens. 

Because George’s actions break the universalizability imperative, he cannot justify his 

murder of Lennie. Throughout the entire book, George feels he bears the duty to protect Lennie 

at all costs. Duty means “how one ought to act…if one is to act morally or ethically,” and 

oftentimes, duties come into conflict with one another (Waldron 171). The duty of friendship 

held by George conflicts with the duty of universalizability in his decision to commit a mercy 

killing. Therefore, the excuse that George “accept[s] responsibility and acknowledge[s] his 

unmet duty” when killing Lennie is invalid (Waldron 173). While the duty of friendship is an 

acceptable responsibility, deontological ethics says that the duties within the categorical 

imperatives reign supreme to earthly duties like friendship. The universalizability principle does 

not apply to murder. If everyone kills each other for any reason, there will not be anyone left on 

this earth. Specifically, in Of Mice and Men, the ranchers want to kill Lennie for his innocent 

mistake. No human attains perfection, though, so all the ranchers at one point have made 

mistakes unwittingly. If every worker receives the death penalty for their naïve blunders, there 

will not be any workers left to run the ranch. Slim remarks after George kills Lennie that “a guy 

got to sometimes,” which is an incorrect statement given categorical imperative one (Steinbeck 

102). Adherents to utilitarianism may argue that George “chooses to provide a more tolerable 

form of dying for his friend,” but deontologists only look at the action itself—murder (Waldon 
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175). Deontology states that murder does not possess the quality of universalizability and is 

wrong in all circumstances; therefore, George cannot defend his actions. 

George’s mercy killing also breaks categorical imperative two, respect, which again 

proves the lack of justice in his evil deed. Ultimately, George kills Lennie to alleviate the burden 

of guardianship that he carries around for so long. As Lennie’s protector, George denies “himself 

all the pleasures of the senses so he could save his money…[to] buy a place” for himself and 

Lennie (Bellman 26). Life would be much easier if George worked by himself, but he sacrifices 

his time, money, and desires for his friend. George even remarks to Slim that if he was “even a 

little bit smart, [he would] have [his] own little place, an’ [he would] be bringin’ in [his] own 

crops,” but Lennie weighs him down (Steinbeck 37). In the end, George seizes the opportunity to 

use Lennie as a means to attain his greedy goals and eliminates the one obstacle in his way, 

which contradicts the respect imperative. With utilitarianism, humans treat each other as means; 

if they are not valuable to society, then they are removed from society. George views Lennie as 

worthless due to his mental incapability, so he denies Lennie the respect he deserves as a human 

being and utilizes Lennie as a means to his own end. The mercy killing of Lennie denies him the 

right to life and respect, so deontologists do not view the murder as just. 

There is no universal right answer to the ethical question of justice in the fictional 

character Lennie’s death. However, these mercy killings do not only occur in imaginary stories; 

they happen in real life in a process called euthanasia, the killing of someone suffering from a 

painful disease. The answer to the morality of mercy killings and euthanasia boils down to which 

ethical system an individual adheres to—utilitarianism or deontology. Particularly in Of Mice 

and Men, John Steinbeck, with his utilitarian background, argues indirectly that the murder is 

justified; however, many deontologists claim that the killing is entirely unjust. 
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