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The Best Laid Plans Of Mice And Men

Introduction

Few phrases in the English language carry the weight of poetic tragedy, literary depth, and universal
truth quite like “the best laid plans of mice and men.” Whether you have encountered it in a high school
English class, heard it quoted in a business meeting, or simply muttered it under your breath after a day
when nothing went according to plan, this expression encapsulates a fundamental human experience:
the heartbreaking gap between our carefully crafted intentions and the messy, unpredictable reality of
life. Far more than a cliché, it is a window into two distinct works of art, a timeless observation about
human nature, and a practical reminder that even the most meticulous preparation cannot guarantee
success. Understanding the phrase’s origin, its evolution through literature, and its resonance in modern
life reveals why it continues to captivate us more than two centuries after it was first penned.

The Origin: Robert Burns’ Poem (1785)

The phrase originates from the Scottish poet Robert Burns in his 1785 poem, “To a Mouse, on Turning
Her Up in Her Nest with the Plough.” The poem is written in a Scots dialect and tells the story of a farmer
who accidentally destroys a mouse’s nest while plowing a field. The farmer, struck with remorse, reflects
on the fragile existence of the small creature and draws a parallel to his own life. The famous stanza
reads:

“The best-laid schemes o’ mice an’ men
Gang aft agley,
An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain,
For promis’d joy!”

Translated into modern English: “The best-laid plans of mice and men often go awry, and leave us
nothing but grief and pain, instead of promised joy.” Burns uses the mouse as a metaphor for all
creatures who plan for the future but are ultimately vulnerable to forces beyond their control. The mouse
built its nest carefully, storing food for the winter, yet a single plow upturned everything. The farmer, too,
has his own schemes that can be destroyed by misfortune.

Burns’ Inspiration and Context

Robert Burns wrote the poem in November 1785 after accidentally destroying a mouse’s nest while
plowing at his farm in Mossgiel, Scotland. The incident itself was minor, but Burns transformed it into a
profound meditation  on  the  uncertainty  of  life.  He  was  influenced by  the  Enlightenment  idea  of  man’s
fragile place in nature, as well as the Romantic movement’s emphasis on emotion and empathy for all
living beings. The poem is also autobiographical in a sense: Burns himself was a struggling farmer who
had  experienced  financial  ruin  and  personal  setbacks.  The  line  “the  best  laid  plans  of  mice  and  men”
thus reflects his own disillusionment with the false promise of security. The poem resonated widely and
became one of Burns’ most quoted works, later inspiring the title of John Steinbeck’s novel and entering
the global lexicon.

John Steinbeck’s Novel: Of Mice and Men (1937)

Nearly 150 years after Burns wrote his poem, American author John Steinbeck chose to adapt the phrase
for the title of his novella Of Mice and Men. The novel tells the story of two itinerant ranch workers,
George Milton and Lennie Small, during the Great Depression. They dream of owning a small farm, a
“few  acres”  of  land  where  they  can  live  independently  and  “live  off  the  fatta  the  lan’.”  This  dream
becomes their central plan, the thing that sustains them through hardship. Yet, as the title foreshadows,
their plan is ultimately destroyed by circumstances beyond their control.

The Title’s Significance

Steinbeck deliberately evoked Burns’ poem to underscore the fragility of the American Dream and the
plight of the working class. The “mice” in the title can be seen as Lennie, who, despite his gentle nature,
accidentally kills the creatures he loves to pet because he does not know his own strength. The “men”
are George and Lennie, whose dream of a farm collapses when Lennie accidentally kills Curley’s wife. In
both cases, plans are disrupted not by malice but by a combination of human frailty and cruel fate. The
novel is  a powerful  illustration that even the most carefully laid plans can go awry, a theme that
resonates as strongly today as it did in the 1930s.

Themes of Failed Plans in the Novel

The entire narrative of Of Mice and Men is built around the contrast between aspiration and reality.
George and Lennie have a detailed plan: they will save money, buy a farm, and live self-sufficiently. They
repeat  this  plan  like  a  prayer,  and  it  gives  them hope.  However,  Steinbeck  introduces  numerous
obstacles: the cynical characters who mock their dream, the unstable nature of ranch work, and above
all, Lennie’s inability to control his physical strength. The climax occurs when Lennie accidentally kills
Curley’s wife, forcing George to make a heartbreaking decision. The plan does not simply fail; it is utterly
shattered.  Steinbeck uses  this  tragedy to  comment  on the loneliness  and disposability  of  migrant
workers,  but  also  to  affirm  the  human  need  to  dream  even  when  dreams  are  doomed.  The  novel’s
ending, with George walking away with nothing but grief, mirrors Burns’ line about being left with “grief

an’ pain for promis’d joy.”

The Universal Truth Behind the Phrase

Why has this three-hundred-year-old line remained so potent? Because it speaks to a universal truth that
transcends time, culture, and circumstance. Every human being makes plans, whether for the next day,
the next year, or a lifetime. And every human being has experienced the crushing moment when those
plans collapse. The phrase “the best laid plans of mice and men” validates that experience and reminds
us that we are not alone in our struggles. It acknowledges the vulnerability inherent in the human
condition  while  offering  a  moment  of  clarity:  we  are  not  masters  of  the  universe,  but  creatures
navigating  an  unpredictable  world.

Why Plans Go Awry

Plans fail for many reasons, and the phrase captures both external and internal causes. External factors
include accidents (like Burns’ plow), economic downturns, health crises, natural disasters, and other
people’s actions. Internal factors include our own limitations, biases, and errors in judgment. The mice in
Burns’ poem plan for winter but cannot foresee the plow. Lennie plans to be good but cannot control his
strength.  In  our  own  lives,  we  might  plan  a  career  path,  only  to  be  derailed  by  a  layoff  or  a  family
emergency. We might plan a relationship that ends unexpectedly. The universality of this experience is
what makes the phrase so relatable. It is not a condemnation of planning itself, but a humbling reminder
that planning must be accompanied by flexibility, humility, and acceptance of uncertainty.
Life Lessons and Adaptability

If the best laid plans often go awry, what should we do? The phrase does not advocate giving up on
planning; rather, it encourages resilience. The key lesson is to hold our plans loosely. We can still set
goals and work diligently toward them, but we must also prepare for the possibility of failure. This is
where the modern concept of “antifragility”—the ability to gain strength from disorder—comes in. The
mouse  whose  nest  is  destroyed  must  build  a  new  one.  George,  after  the  tragedy,  must  find  a  way  to
survive without Lennie. The human capacity to recover and adapt is part of what makes the story of
Burns and Steinbeck so poignant. The best laid plans of mice and men can go awry, but that does not
mean we stop striving. Instead, we learn to pivot, to adjust our expectations, and to find meaning even in
the broken pieces.

Modern Usage and Cultural Impact

The phrase “the best laid plans of mice and men” has been absorbed into everyday language across the
globe. It appears in movies, TV shows, books, speeches, and even headlines. Its popularity stems from its
elegant simplicity and its ability to convey a complex idea in just a few words. Moreover, it has become a
shorthand for acknowledging failure without blame, a way to say “things didn’t work out despite our best
efforts.”

In Everyday Language

People use the phrase in a variety of contexts. A parent might say it after a carefully planned birthday
party is ruined by a rainstorm. An athlete might use it after a training regimen fails to produce a win. The
phrase adds a touch of literary gravitas to everyday disappointments, making them feel part of a larger
human story. It also often appears in obituaries, eulogies, and condolence messages because it captures
the bittersweet fragility of life. In social media posts, people use it to lament failed projects, canceled
travel plans, or unexpected setbacks. It  is a cultural touchstone that unites people through shared
vulnerability.

In Business and Strategy

The corporate  world  has  also  embraced the phrase as  a  cautionary  principle.  Business  strategists
frequently  cite  the  line  when  discussing  risk  management,  project  planning,  and  the  need  for
contingency plans. In an era of rapid technological change and global uncertainty, the idea that even the
most meticulously crafted business plan can fail is a foundational truth. Entrepreneurs and leaders use
the phrase to maintain humility and to encourage a culture of learning from failure rather than punishing
it. For example, Amazon’s Jeff Bezos has spoken about the importance of being willing to experiment and
fail. The phrase also appears in books on strategic management, where it serves as a reminder that no
plan is immune to disruption. It is not a defeatist attitude but a realistic one: prepare, plan, but be ready
for the unexpected.

Conclusion

The best laid plans of mice and men is more than a famous literary quote. It is a mirror held up to human
ambition, reminding us that we are both planners and dreamers, but also creatures subject to forces
larger than ourselves. From Robert Burns’ encounter with a mouse in a Scottish field to John Steinbeck’s
tragic tale of George and Lennie, the phrase has captured a profound and enduring truth: the gap
between intention and outcome is where life happens. Yet, within that gap lies not only grief and pain but
also the possibility of growth, resilience, and new beginnings. The phrase encourages us to plan wisely,
to cherish our dreams, and to face the inevitable failures with grace and humor. In embracing the
wisdom of the poet and the novelist, we can find strength to keep moving forward, even when our plans
go awry.


