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  In dystopian post-apocalyptic novels, a remnant of humanity survives against the odds in situations ranging from nuclear wars to environmental

  meltdowns; invasions by aliens, zombies, and other monsters; plagues; chemicals; genetics gone wild; supermassive black holes that devour us; earthquakes; volcanoes; and even human-eating plants.

  Many of these scenarios are man-induced horrors: the nukes, biological and chemical wars, genetic engineering, global warming, pollution, corporate and government greed. In the real world, if a few

  people survive such an apocalypse, then there’s only one way to completely obliterate the human race: The survivors must kill each other off.




  Enter author Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games and its two sequels, Catching Fire and Mockingjay. While the first two books in the series focus on annual gladiatorial

  Hunger Games and then the Quarter Quell, the third book is essentially about war. Originally aimed at teens aged twelve and up, the series quickly grabbed hold of everyone: twelve, thirteen,

  fourteen, twenty-five, thirty-five, fifty. It doesn’t matter how young or old you are, the messages are the same. If humans aren’t careful, we may blow ourselves into oblivion by wars,

  cruelty, the lust for power, and greed. Children are the future of the human race. If we kill our children, who will be left?




  What better way to make these points than to postulate an apocalypse followed by war and rebellion, and then to pit the losers’ children against each other in the Hunger Games—annual

  battles to the death? As if the Hunger Games don’t kill enough children, the Capitol then pits the survivors against each other in the Quarter Quells.




  In general, dystopian post-apocalyptic fiction is wildly popular these days. The novels are bleak, dismal, poignant, sad. These aren’t comedies. The genre tends to send the warning that,

  if we don’t wake up and stop killing each other, if things don’t change—and soon—we might face the nightmares of the characters in the books.




  Suzanne Collins’s warnings are dished out to us up front and close as if through a magnifying lens. She gives us a heroine, Katniss Everdeen, who is remarkably like many young girls hope

  to be: She’s brave, considerate, kind, intelligent, quick-witted, courageous, and very resourceful. Yet she lives in a world where all hope has been lost, where people eat pine-needle soup

  and entrail stew just to survive; where Peacekeepers beat and whip her neighbors and friends for nothing more than hunting and sharing much-needed food; where children are selected each year by

  lottery to slaughter each other in the Hunger Games, a gladiatorial arena that merges the ancient Roman games with reality television. Truly, this is a world in which the term, “survival of

  the fittest,” has immediate and lethal meaning.




  The books are international bestsellers, and Suzanne Collins has been applauded by everyone from Stephen King to The New York Times Book Review to Time magazine. As of this

  writing, more than 8 million copies of all three books in the trilogy are in print. The first novel, The Hunger Games, has been on The New York Times Bestseller List for 130 weeks.

  Suzanne Collins is one of Entertainment Weekly’s 2010 Entertainers of the Year. The books are #1 USA Today bestsellers, #1 Publishers Weekly bestsellers, and top many

  other prestigious literary award lists, as well.




  By the time you start reading this book (the one in your hands now), you’ll be anxiously anticipating the first Hunger Games movie. You may read The Hunger Games Companion multiple

  times, especially after March 2012 when The Hunger Games film is in theaters, with Lionsgate at the helm, Jennifer Lawrence starring as Katniss Everdeen, Josh Hutcherson as Peeta Mellark,

  and Liam Hemsworth as Gale Hawthorne.




  This book, The Hunger Games Companion, is an unauthorized guide to Suzanne Collins’s excellent trilogy. It examines all the subjects that I find fascinating about the books, topics

  not covered anywhere to date on the Internet or in any other book.




  I assume that readers of this book have already devoured The Hunger Games series—many of you multiple times. I assume you know the plots, you know about Katniss and Peeta and Gale, about

  Buttercup and Prim and Rue, and so forth.




  My goal is to generate discussion about The Hunger Games trilogy: the characters, the settings, the storylines, and also about subjects ranging from war to repressive regimes to hunger to the

  nature of evil itself. Every topic is set against the backdrop of and intertwined with The Hunger Games books and characters.




  For example, chapter 2 parallels the Capitol of Panem with repressive regimes in our real world. Along with detailed examples, I pose the question: Could the world depicted in The Hunger Games

  really happen? Are we facing Big Brother, the end of privacy, dehumanization, and too much government control over our lives? Have the rich become too rich, and are most of us much too poor?

  You’ll be surprised at the answers.




  Another example: Chapter 4 draws direct and in-depth parallels between the real gladiators in ancient Rome and the tributes of Panem. While the Capitol is indeed evil to send twenty-four

  children into the arena every year, the ancient Romans were much worse: They killed many thousands of men, women, children, and animals at a time using torture techniques that go well beyond the

  horrors of The Hunger Games trilogy. Their vanity and banquets were on par with the Capitol’s: They feasted and laughed, drank wine and fussed with their clothing.




  And how about hunger? Is the starvation in all the districts of Panem any different from starvation in our own, all-too-real world? Is it possible to live on meager amounts of grain and oil? In

  chapter 3, you’ll learn how long a typical person can exist on such small allotments of food and the effects on children of this level of malnutrition and starvation. If the Capitol needs the

  districts to provide it with textiles, food, coal, and other goods, shouldn’t it feed its slave workers sufficiently to enable them to work?




  As for reality television, public relations experts, paparazzi, fashionistas and stylists, and obfuscation of the truth, chapter 9, “Hype Over Substance,” shows you how The Hunger

  Games is a mirror of modern times.




  In this book, you’ll learn about the muttations and how they might be engineered, the mockingjays and how they might mimic elaborate melodies and sounds, the trackerjacker poison and how

  it might work, and many other topics.




  To open discussion among fans of The Hunger Games, this companion guide offers opinions about matters relating to the characters, their relationships, the storylines. For example, I thought long

  and hard about Katniss’s vote of “yes” for a Capitol children’s Hunger Games at the end of Mockingjay. Later in this book, I’ll provide my conclusions and the

  reasons for them.




  As another example, we’ll discuss why Katniss becomes suicidal and hooked on morphling in Mockingjay: Does it make sense in the context of her personality in both The Hunger

  Games and Catching Fire, and if so, why?




  Before you dive into the rest of this book, pause and indulge me for a moment or two. Let’s start our entire Hunger Games discussion with a look at the apocalypse that presumably occurs

  before the opening chapter. How could The Hunger Games apocalypse have happened? Where are the people from all the other countries? Also, how far into the future might The Hunger Games be?




  These are the clues from Suzanne Collins: The seas rose dramatically and “swallowed up so much of the land” that people went to war over “what little sustenance remained”

  (The Hunger Games, 18). District 13 was leveled by “toxic bombs” (The Hunger Games, 83). Fearing war or complete destruction of the Earth’s atmosphere, the

  government leaders planned to race to their underground city (now District 13) (Mockingjay, 17).




  My guess is that the author might be suggesting that an environmental disaster caused the apocalypse. One possibility is the melting of the ice caps. Various scientists believe that the

  destruction of Earth’s atmosphere and the rise in carbon dioxide and other pollutants may very well cause the ice caps to melt and the world to flood.




  If the world floods to this extent, then people in high areas such as mountains might survive. Pockets of survivors may be in the Himalayas, the Alps, the Andes, and elsewhere. They may be in

  lower-lying areas such as the portions of North America that survived the floods.




  The Hunger Games shows us no Internet capability, no satellites circling the globe. Due to the global war, I assume that the satellites cannot be maintained. I assume that survivors in other

  countries cannot communicate with Panem, that the floods have destroyed the required infrastructures, that shortwave radios possibly exist but little else. If we remember that the Soviets jammed

  shortwave radio transmissions from the United States during the Cold War (so its citizens couldn’t communicate with the outside world), then it’s an easy jump to think that Panem has

  done the same thing. It’s possible that the survivors in other countries don’t step in and help the citizens of Panem because they have their own problems due to the environmental

  apocalypse.




  How long might it take for the ice caps to melt and flood the Earth sufficiently to cause an apocalypse of this magnitude? Maybe five hundred years from now? One hundred years from now?




  Scientists don’t really have a definitive answer about global warming and the melting of the ice caps. According to Time/CNN, “By some estimates, the entire Greenland ice

  sheet would be enough to raise global sea levels 23 ft., swallowing up large parts of coastal Florida and most of Bangladesh. The Antarctic holds enough ice to raise sea levels more than 215

  ft.”1 Explains Spencer Weart, former director of the Center for History of Physics of the American Institute of Physics:




  

    

      

        Specialists in glacier flow worked up increasingly elaborate ice-sheet models. . . . The models failed to answer the question of how fast a major ice sheet could surge

        into the ocean. The improved models did show, reassuringly, that there was no plausible way for a large mass of Antarctic ice to collapse altogether during the 21st century. According to

        these models, if the West Antarctic Ice Sheet diminished at all, it would discharge its burden only slowly over several centuries, not placing too heavy a burden on human society.2


      


    


  




  So let’s suppose it takes a few hundred years for the seas to rise 238 feet (23 feet from Greenland plus 215 feet from Antarctica). If these speculations are accurate, the world of The

  Hunger Games might take place several hundred years from now.




  Keep in mind, of course, that other scientists provide varying speculations about whether global warming will cause this catastrophe at all, how high the seas might rise, how long this could

  take, and what the consequences could be. Debates rage all over the world about these subjects.




  So hypothetically, in a few hundred years, we could have a society with advanced technologies such as muttations, force fields, and high-speed trains; but with the world basically flooded.




  The war after the apocalypse may have decimated the cities and suburbs, as we see no evidence in The Hunger Games books of skyscrapers, mall strips, gas stations, and other buildings beyond the

  village square, the mayor’s house, and the Victor’s Village. We also see no rubble from crushed buildings. It’s possible that the trains have been routed around the rubble, so

  tributes don’t see cities where people back home could possibly hide and later rebel. This, again, is all speculation on my part.




  Having addressed the question of what might have caused the apocalypse preceding The Hunger Games (and only Suzanne Collins, her agent, and her editors know for sure what she had in

  mind), I’d like to close this introductory chapter with a few speculations about the end of the entire series: What happens long after the Mockingjay war? Specifically, why does

  Katniss marry Peeta and have children? This ending surprised a lot of readers, myself included, and so I’ve given it a lot of thought.




  We first meet Katniss as a kindhearted and strong-willed girl who must provide for her family: her mother, little sister, Prim, and even (after an initial near-demise of the cat) Buttercup. I

  like Katniss from the first page, and when her best friend Gale is introduced, I also like him. Similar to Katniss, Gale provides for his family, and the two of them join forces to bring food

  home.




  After being thrust into her first Hunger Games, Katniss must pretend to share a romance with another boy, Peeta, and this charade continues throughout Catching Fire. Peeta is basically a

  selfless romantic saint with a backbone. Other than when his brain is hijacked, he’s completely devoted to Katniss and her well-being.




  Katniss and Gale remain good friends, but everything changes after Katniss experiences the gruesome reality of the Games. She’s caught between the two boys—Peeta the super-sweet,

  uber-devotional baker and Gale the super-macho, childhood friend.




  But in Mockingjay, Prim is killed by bombs, and we also learn that Gale has become a bomb maker. Hence, it seems that the author has set up a scenario in which Katniss can never choose

  Gale as her lover-husband. The choice is made for her: Peeta, or nobody.




  I believed in Katniss as a three-dimensional (i.e., real) character throughout the trilogy. She develops over time from a fairly innocent and sweet young girl into a warrior who tries to

  save herself and Peeta, to one who tries to save everyone in all the districts. She is forced to become a killer of other children, which permanently alters her personality, as it would anyone in

  the real world subjected to the Games. She hardens herself sufficiently to take on the role of the Mockingjay to save the people of Panem. She does what she has to do. But it all takes a serious

  toll on her, just as war takes its toll on many soldiers. A teenager enduring what Katniss endures might very well suffer from depression, suicidal thoughts, and drug addictions. In the end, when

  Katniss realizes that President Coin is no better than President Snow, there’s no way she can do anything other than kill Coin. Her life has not been pretty.




  When Katniss marries Peeta and has children, the one thing she swore she’d never do, is this Suzanne Collins’s way of telling readers that there’s always hope at the end of

  even the darkest tunnel? This is possibly the one bright spot in an otherwise extremely bleak world the author paints for us.




  The bottom line is that The Hunger Games series is powerful and brilliant. From the beginning, the prose is luscious: “Prim’s face is as fresh as a raindrop, as lovely as the

  primrose for which she was named” (The Hunger Games, 3). The action is fast, the pace even swifter. Reading the first book is like catapulting down waterfalls at top speed. Katniss is

  drawn with precision clarity; possibly, more distant in Mockingjay than in the first two books, but ultimately, as mentioned above, very believable and intensely sympathetic. The zaniness of

  the stylists and fashionistas gives the reader a little relief from the horrors, but overall, the books maintain a grim look at the ugly face of humanity. There’s no way that sprays,

  spritzes, dyes, and plastic surgeries can erase that ugliness. The juxtaposition of Capitol excesses against the impoverished, starving masses is brilliantly drawn time and time again through

  Katniss’s eyes.




  In short, these are some of the best books I’ve read in a long time. They make me think about the human condition, and that’s the mark of fine literature.




  If you’re reading this book, The Hunger Games Companion, then I suspect you feel the same way.
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  2800 BC, Assyria




  

    

      This may be one of the earliest examples of prophets foretelling the end of the world due to moral decay. An Assyrian clay

      tablet from approximately 2800 BC bore the doomsday prophecy that “Our earth is degenerate in these latter days. There are signs that the world is speedily coming to an end. bribery and

      corruption are common.”
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  When thinking of The Hunger Games trilogy, core issues immediately pop to mind. The reader can’t help but wonder if our society is heading

  toward the same problems depicted in the world of The Hunger Games. Perhaps this is a central reason why the series affects readers so much: We identify with the central characters and can actually

  envision—with great horror—a future reality that is not too different from Katniss’s reality. We’re already heading down the path leading to these aspects of society we see

  in the novels:
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              Big Brother
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              Government control over citizens, harassment of citizens
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              Lack of privacy and erosion of civil liberties
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              Legal penalties for invoking freedom of speech
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              Using people to spy on each other
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              Dehumanization
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              Ultimately, rebellion.


            

          


        


      


    


  




  In subsequent chapters, we establish that there’s a huge disparity between the people in the Capitol who have too much to eat, who focus on what they look like, and spend money on plastic

  surgeries and style, versus everyone else—the starving, the hounded, the impoverished, those lacking even basic human comforts. The “haves” versus the “have

  nots”—we see them clearly in the world of The Hunger Games, but we also see them clearly in our society.




  In our real world, in the United States, the top 1 percent of all households controls 43 percent of the wealth, and the next 19 percent controls 50 percent of the wealth; hence, it’s

  estimated that 20 percent of all households in the United States control 93 percent of the wealth.




  What does this leave for everyone else, the 80 percent of citizens of the United States? Unfortunately, 880 percent of households have only 7 percent of the nation’s financial

  wealth. And even worse, as Professor G. William Domhoff of the University of California at Santa Cruz tells us, “[T]he bottom forty percent of the population . . . holds just 0.3% of the

  wealth in the United States.”1 These are enormous disparities in resource distribution between the rich and everyone else.




  Business Insider puts it bluntly: “The rich are getting richer and the poor are getting poorer. Cliché, sure, but it’s also more true than at any time since the Gilded

  Age. If you’re in that top 1%, life is grand.”2 Statistics show that the disparities are starting to look like what we saw right before the Great

  Depression. For example, in 1928 the “top one-hundredth of 1 percent of U.S. families averaged 892 times more income than families in the bottom 90 percent,” and in 2006, “the top

  0.01 percent averaged 976 times more income than America’s bottom 90 percent.”3




  

    People have lost their homes at a shocking pace, and some reports suggest that the “housing crisis could peak in 2011, as the number of homeowners receiving foreclosure notices climbs to

    about 20%.”4 Indeed, as of February 2011, CNN tells us that foreclosures are responsible for a whopping 26 percent of current house sales. Further,

    “nearly thirty percent of mortgage borrowers are underwater on their loans, owing more than their homes are worth”5 and estimates place the

    losses to banks on mortgages at possibly more than $700 billion.6 People are unemployed with no hope of ever finding jobs again. The understated statistics

    from the government suggest that the nation’s unemployment rate is 9 to 9.5 percent as of January 2011. However, as many analysts are quick to point out, the unemployment numbers do not

    include those who have given up all hope of finding work. Estimates place the hopelessly unemployed at 6 million of the supposed 15 million jobless Americans. In addition, 1.5 million people have

    been out of work for more than ninety-nine weeks. Explains Harvey Katz of Value Line, which does investment research:


  




  

    

      

        Worse, the aforementioned unemployment rate of 9.4% is just a fraction—perhaps half—of the overall jobless rate. That is because this so-called official rate

        includes only those considered to be technically unemployed . . . the cumulative total is probably closer to 18%—or just under one in five Americans who want fulltime, permanent

        employment, who are unable to secure such work.7


      


    


  




  To avoid a major Depression akin to the one the United States suffered in the 1930s, the U.S. government gave $700 billion to the banks. The government also bailed out the auto industry to the

  tune of some $25 billion.




  Branko Milanovi[image: ], lead economist at the World Bank’s research division in Washington D.C., recently told U.S. News & World Report that the wealth of the world has never been as

  unequally distributed between the rich and everyone else as it is now. He says that the countries with the widest disparities are in Latin America and Africa.8 Professor Domhoff cites a 2006 study by the World Institute for Development Economics Research, whose data is pretty old at this point, from the year 2000, to point out that the

  financial disparities exist worldwide.9 The study concluded that the top 10 percent of all households in Switzerland owned more than 70 percent of the

  country’s wealth; in Denmark, they owned 65 percent; France, 61 percent; Sweden, 58 percent, England, 56 percent; and so forth. Again, these are older statistics, and also, as Domhoff points

  out, the data is “spotty” for many countries. Still, no matter how lenient we are in looking at the numbers, hoping to reduce the inequalities, we can’t get around the fact that

  the disparities are absurdly wide.




  As we all know, wealth leads to power. Before the 2008 presidential election, CNN noted that “The herd of candidates vying for the White House in 2008 may have different positions on

  abortion, gun control, climate change and taxes, but there is one thing most of them have in common—they’re millionaires.”10 Money

  magazine wrote that the “seven front-runners, those with the highest standings in the polls and the biggest campaign troves, all have assets that would place them in the nation’s top

  10% of households, and most of them in the top 0.5%.”11 In 2002, Forbes magazine listed the ten richest politicians in America, and among them

  were Michael R. Bloomberg, mayor of New York City, with close to $5 billion; Winthrop Rockefeller, lieutenant governor of Arkansas, $1.2 billion; B. Thomas Golisano, then gubernatorial candidate of

  New York, $1.1 billion; and John Kerry, then senator of Massachusetts, $550 million.12




  Says Branko Milanovi[image: ], “. . . you have an entrenched elite that basically maintains its own high position to the detriment of others.”13




  How different is our real world, then, to what we see in The Hunger Games? The rich have all the resources. The rich have all the powerful jobs. The rich control everyone else. These are

  factors, as we’ll soon see, that lead to repression and in many cases, revolutions and rebellions. Perhaps the future as reflected in The Hunger Games series posits a collapse of our

  civilization as inequalities take hold and the government clamps down on civil liberties and human rights. It’s not all that farfetched.




  [image: ]




  

    

      

        The term, “Big Brother,” is well known in this country. It symbolizes government power and the collapse of civil liberties and rights. It

        personifies government surveillance.




        In George Orwell’s 1949 novel, 1984, Big Brother is the figurehead of the Party; he may be a real person, he may be just a symbol. He appears

        as the dictator of Oceania on gigantic telescreens and posters in order to issue propaganda. In The Hunger Games, President Snow, Caesar Flickerman, and the Games are force-fed to citizens

        via televisions set up in all the Districts. The propaganda is constant.




        The Oceania government controls and harasses citizens, spies on everyone, dehumanizes people, and penalizes those who invoke freedom of speech. The same is

        certainly true in the world of The Hunger Games. A classic dystopian novel, 1984 shows us a future that follows a global war. After the war, three super-states divide the land masses

        up and then control everyone in their provinces. The individual must do as the government wants, and the government controls everyone and everything. The Proles, or Proletariats, constitute

        85 percent of the population, and as in our real world and in the world of The Hunger Games, this vast majority has no power and no wealth, and they serve the whims of the rich. The Inner

        Party, representing only 2 percent of the population, are like the super-wealthy in our population who have the most power. They are also like the Gamemakers, Peacekeepers, and Mayors in The

        Hunger Games. Citizens are so dehumanized that they’re known as “unpersons.” And children are used as spies, even against their own parents. As in The Hunger Games, children

        are pawns of the evil empire, which forces them to do the government’s will and destroy any semblance of free thought and speech by their parents. Remember, the children are tools of

        the government in The Hunger Games; if the Capitol controls the children and tortures/executes them at whim, then the evil empire has an iron grip on the adults. Basically, the Party in

        1984 keeps people impoverished and desperate for basics such as food and shelter, just as the Capitol does in The Hunger Games. Poverty, hunger, and misery: tools that the governments

        in both books use to control the people.




        Winston Smith in 1984 is “lucky” to belong to the somewhat middle-class Outer Party, which affords him with “luxuries” such

        as black bread and gin. He lives in a small apartment, where he’s forced to watch Big Brother on the telescreen; if caught “thinking” rebellious ideas, he could be

        executed.




        He eventually rebels against the Party, which arrests, imprisons, and subjects him to beatings, electric shocks, and psychological torture. The Party also

        arrests and tortures his illegal lover, Julia. The Capitol in The Hunger Games uses similar techniques, and then some (see chapter 6, “Torture and Execution”).




        In 1984, the government controls love affairs, as well. Winston and Julia aren’t supposed to be involved in a romance; hence their imprisonment

        and torture. The two end up discarding each other, both caving into Big Brother.




        In The Hunger Games, the government straight up to President Snow, tries to control the romance between Katniss and Peeta to the point of picking out her

        wedding dress. Both Katniss and Peeta are keenly aware throughout all three books that their romance may be their key to survival. Finally, after shifting out of the severity of tracker

        jacker hijacking, Peeta clings to his love of Katniss.




        Perhaps the most fascinating difference between 1984 and The Hunger Games lies in the conversations between Winston Smith and Julia. Remember,

        Katniss and Peeta are paranoid about each other’s loyalty during their battles to the death; Katniss tries to save Peeta’s life numerous times; and Peeta is willing to sacrifice

        himself to save Katniss. But in 1984, Winston and Julia betray each other. She explains that “they” (the government) threaten the people with things that nobody can

        “stand up to” or “even think about.” She says that, in the end, “all you care about is yourself.” Sadly, Winston agrees, and they both comment that, after

        a betrayal in which you’re willing to sacrifice someone else to save your own neck, “you don’t feel the same” about the other person any longer.




        Yet perhaps the major difference is that in 1984, the police make sure people do not even think subversive things. The government

        controls thoughts. Unfortunately, as shown in chapter 9, “Hype Over Substance,” in the real world, much of what people think is controlled by mass media, gossip rags, and

        news conglomerates. In many cases, we know more about Michelle Obama’s fashions than her husband’s politics. We rarely read or view hard facts about the war in Iraq the same way

        we accessed the same types of facts during the Vietnam War. Back then, we couldn’t go a day without seeing soldiers wounded, fighting, and dying; without reading the appalling

        statistics about the number dead, the hopeless war situation, and so forth. We were inundated with facts by news organizations. Today, we have to dig to find out the truth about casualties of

        war; the number wounded, fighting, and dying. Instead of hard journalism, we’re subjected to hundreds of television channels and thousands of Internet news sites that feed us trivia

        about gossip, fashion, and style. In 1984 the government controls the people’s view of reality in order to control the people. Nobody in 1984 really knows what’s

        going on around the world. The use of the Big Lie is rampant in 1984, whereby Newspeak words can possess meanings that contradict each other.




        If the government hides the truth long enough and if news sources hide the truth long enough, then what are we left with? Will anyone remember why

        civilization collapsed? They don’t remember the reasons in The Hunger Games, nor do they remember history in 1984; indeed, Winston Smith’s job is to revise the past as

        reported by news organizations. And in our real world, as the media becomes looser and less able to provide us with real facts, what will happen to our civilization? I leave you with

        this:




        

          

            

              [Hitler’s] primary rules were: never allow the public to cool off; never admit a fault or wrong; never concede that there may

              be some good in your enemy; never leave room for alternatives; never accept blame; concentrate on one enemy at a time and blame him for everything that goes wrong; people will believe a

              big lie sooner than a little one; and if you repeat [a lie] frequently enough people will sooner or later believe it.




              —The United States Office of Strategic Services,




              Hitler As His Associates Know Him.14


            


          


        


      


    


  




  In general, dystopian fiction portrays a bleak world in which everything is pretty much hopeless. A dystopia is not a fun place to live: people are oppressed, dehumanized, and frightened.

  Typically, the government is highly centralized and totalitarian. The Hunger Games trilogy is an example of dystopian fiction: The world is bleak, everything is pretty much hopeless, people are

  oppressed, dehumanized, and frightened; and the government is centralized and totalitarian.




  Historically, dystopian novels are indictments against frightening social trends. The authors are warning us that our futures will be terrible if these trends persist.




  Perhaps one of the earliest dystopian novels was 1921’s We by Yevgeny Zamyatin, which focused on an oppressive social order complete with terrorist force and the elimination of any

  individuality. Along with George Orwell’s 1984, the novel We is considered a classic example of dystopian fiction.




  Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World differs somewhat from both We and 1984, in that Huxley’s novel shows the oppressive results of brainwashing, blind faith in the

  government and technology, and a conscious reduction by the government in the intellectual and individual liberties of citizens.




  Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury is another classic dystopian novel, very similar to Brave New World in that it also shows the oppressive results of brainwashing, blind faith in the

  government and technology, and a conscious reduction by the government in the intellectual and individual liberties of citizens. Suzanne Collins references Fahrenheit 451 in

  Mockingjay when she assigns Katniss to Squad 451.




  The key difference among the three works might be that Brave New World gives us a World State without any war yet with extremely stultifying social stability. In 1984 and

  Fahrenheit 451, things are quite different: everyone’s afraid of enemy attacks and war, and torture and deprivation are commonplace. While people don’t worry about enemy attacks

  and war in the world of The Hunger Games, they do worry constantly about torture, starvation, and being selected to participate in the Games.




  A central idea in Fahrenheit 451 is that people no longer remember history because the government has obliterated it using technology. People watch television rather than talk to and have

  fun with friends. They believe whatever propaganda the government is spewing on the television screen, and they no longer have a clue as to what’s real and what isn’t real.




  In the The Hunger Games world, people no longer remember what caused the apocalypse, though they do remember—thanks to all the government propaganda on the television screens—why

  they are being oppressed. The know very little about the actual Dark Days, however, and when subjected to government torture tactics, they fail to differentiate between what’s real and what

  isn’t real. Peeta, of course, is the prime example of this problem.




  Both in Fahrenheit 451 and The Hunger Games trilogy, the free flow of information is totally censored, and hence, people don’t know what’s happening in the world. In

  Katniss’s world, nobody really knows what happens in the other districts, and indeed, they don’t even know that District 13 still exists. When Rue tells Katniss about the harsh living

  conditions and punishments in District 11, Katniss thinks about how little she knows about people outside of District 12, and “because even though the information seems harmless, they

  don’t want people in different districts to know about one another” (The Hunger Games, 203).




  It’s interesting to note that in the The Hunger Games trilogy as well as in Brave New World, religion no longer exists. When their children are selected for the Games, parents

  don’t fall to their knees and wail to God. When Katniss is in her darkest moments, depressed and suicidal, being forced to kill other children, wondering if Peeta will survive his leg injury

  and subsequent infection, wondering if her sister will survive, and so on, she does not pray to God. It’s as if all religion has disappeared from Panem. In Brave New World, religion is

  actually taboo, and people are supposed to do little other than make goods and buy them. And yet the goal of government in Brave New World—in addition to maintaining an iron grip on

  everything and everyone—is to keep everyone dulled down and controlled, “happy” as if on tranquilizers. The leaders of Panem definitely aren’t interested in the happiness of

  its citizens, even if that happiness is fake.




  As an aside, rather than using the term, “dystopia,” to describe Brave New World, it’s often considered a form of utopian fiction. People are so brainwashed and

  controlled that they don’t know that they’re being oppressed. Sure, they have no religion, no art, and no science, but do they know what they’re missing? No.




  Along with no religion, the oppressed people in The Hunger Games districts do not enjoy art, music, poetry, dance, organized sports, or intellectual endeavors that involve science, history, etc.

  They are completely stifled. Peeta’s artistic abilities emerge from his experiences as a baker. Because he’s decorated so many cakes, the story tells us, he has a knack for painting and

  camouflage. Only after winning the Games is Katniss encouraged to design clothes. While Rue loves music, particularly bird songs, she does not play a musical instrument, nor is she exposed to

  symphonies, choruses, operas, and so forth. About the most we see, in terms of music, are some simple tunes and folk melodies. Culture is totally stifled, yet the beauty of these simple tunes

  endure and offer small glimpses at hope and a different way of life.




  Beetee, the inventor, creates a tiny musical chip that holds hours of songs; clearly, the people of District 12 will never stroll around while listening to hours of music, so perhaps the chip is

  intended for citizens in the Capitol. These lucky few have music, design, fashion, and art; they live for entertainment. But the oppressed masses have nothing.




  Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich is yet another classic tale of dystopian fiction, except in this case, it drew upon the real experiences of the

  author and exposed the repressive Stalin regime for what it was: this was no far-in-the-future post-apocalyptic scenario; rather, it was drawn from real life. If we compare basic elements of The

  Hunger Games and One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, the world of the former becomes even more terrifying because we start realizing that it could happen someday if we’re not

  careful to encourage and maintain civil liberties, human freedom, and culture. One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich is a fictionalized portrait of an era in which the government controlled

  and harassed citizens, civil liberties and privacy were ignored, torture and extreme punishments were doled out to those who dared to voice opinions, and people were dehumanized. We’ll walk

  through a few parallels between One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich and The Hunger Games, keeping in mind that Ivan reflects an all-too-real time period in Soviet history, and then

  we’ll take a hard look at that time period to bring the The Hunger Games world into sharp focus.




  Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was born in 1918 and fought in the Red Army against the Nazis, who had invaded Russia. In the Battle of Leningrad, he served as a captain, but when in 1945 (at the age of

  twenty-seven), he criticized Stalin in letters to a friend, the Soviets arrested and sentenced him to eight years of hard labor and exile in a correctional labor camp. Refusing to cooperate with

  the secret police, he ended up in a labor camp in Siberia, where he decided to write a novel about his experiences.




  By 1929, more than 1 million citizens were imprisoned in these harsh labor camps, called GULAGs. By 1940, more than 13 million people were in the GULAGs. The crimes leading to punishment in the

  GULAGs were vaguely defined in Article 58 of the Soviet laws and included unproven espionage, suspected espionage, and simply talking to another person suspected of espionage; letting weeds grow,

  failing to produce sufficient crops, and allowing machines to break down; perceived expression of intent to perform a terrorist act; and the most common crime: creating, distributing, writing in a

  letter or personal diary about, discussing, or otherwise hinting at anything related to propaganda or agitation against the Soviet government.




  In The Hunger Games series, we might think of the districts as prison camps. Certainly, District 11 operates as a prison camp, with its thirty-five-feet-tall barbed wire fences, watch towers,

  and armed guards. As civil unrest grows and new Peacekeepers come into District 12, if these new police even think someone is acting subversive, they torture him with public beatings and whippings.

  The attitude of the government is clear, as stated by President Snow in Catching Fire: “And if a girl from District 12 of all places can defy the Capitol and walk away unharmed, what

  is to stop [all of the people] from doing the same?” (Catching Fire, 21.) Further, just as the evil leaders in Stalin’s era and in Ivan’s labor camp think, Snow believes

  that letting Katniss go unpunished could lead to an uprising and possibly a full revolution.




  Solzhenitsyn’s novel begins when Ivan wakes up in the Siberian GULAG, feeling sick and facing another grueling day. The Hunger Games begins when Katniss wakes up to face Reaping

  Day.




  In Solzhenitsyn’s novel, we learn that the only way Ivan can survive is to fend for himself and not worry about his fellow prisoners. Violence is necessary for self-preservation. And what

  do the tributes have to do in order to survive the Hunger Games? The same thing. Like Ivan, Katniss is basically a kind, gentle, and decent human being, but when pitted against other people for her

  own survival in the Games, she must maim and kill.




  Ivan and everyone else is starving in the prison camp. The guards take portions of his meager bread allotment every day, because without the food thefts, even the guards can’t survive.

  Fighting for food is essential if Ivan is to live. In the world of The Hunger Games, food is carefully rationed by the government, with people getting basically less than is needed to survive.

  Despite the fact it’s illegal, Peacekeepers, the Mayor, and other local officials gladly take hunted game from Katniss. To get more grain, children throw their names into the Reaping lottery

  multiple times. Greasy Sae doles out ladles of stew made from bark, mice, and entrails.




  Toward the end of Solzhenitsyn’s novel, Ivan comments that the only reason Stalin’s regime remains in power is because Stalin has divided all the people against each other. This is

  how the government controls everyone. The same happens in The Hunger Games trilogy, where the Capitol divides everyone into districts that are never allowed to communicate with one another.




  Stalin, whose birth name was Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, was born in 1879, and rose from the lowest classes of pre-Russian Revolution society. His father was a violent alcoholic cobbler,

  his mother a washerwoman; both were serfs in Georgia before their homeland was conquered by the czar. Stalin actually trained to be a priest, but leaving the church to become a revolutionary

  activist, he ended up in prison. The czarist government exiled Stalin to Siberia.




  After the overthrow of the czar, Stalin became a high-ranking leader in the Communist Party. He collectivized agriculture throughout the Soviet Union in the 1920s and ’30s. When unrest

  broke out because affluent kulak peasants weren’t sharing their farm animals with the collective, the government shipped a million kulak families to Siberia. Other peasants,

  those who were grumbling about collectivization, were shipped off to become laborers. During the early 1930s, millions of people died from starvation under Stalin’s rule. This is a clear case

  in reality where a brutal government dictator starves his own people to death, and this is not the only case by far.




  Paranoid that citizens were thinking about staging upheavals or rebellions, Stalin tortured people, imprisoned them, exiled them, starved them; and he deported millions to the GULAGs, where many

  died. Overall, Stalin was responsible for the deaths of 4 to 10 million of his own people, plus another 6 to 8 million from forced starvation. These are actually conservative numbers, as some

  historians suggest that Stalin was responsible for as many as 20 million deaths.




  President Snow tortures people, imprisons them, and starves them. He deports children to the Games, where they die. While not responsible for slaughters approaching 10 or 20 million people,

  he’s as cold, impassive, and cruel as Stalin. His regime is as repressive as Stalin’s government. And Snow’s main reason for cruelty is to squash any uprisings or rebellions.




  People have rebelled against repressive regimes since the dawn of civilization. Spartacus’s revolt against Rome during the time of the gladiator games (see chapter 4,

  “Tributes”) is similar to Katniss’s revolt, except of course, that Spartacus ultimately was defeated whereas Katniss succeeds.




  As I write this book in February 2011, rebellions against repressive regimes are raging across the Middle East. A major trigger was the revolt of Mohamed Bouazizi on December 17, 2010 when he

  set fire to himself in Tunisia. Living in an agricultural region, he was unemployed and trying to sell vegetables with a street cart, when government officials told him it was against the law. His

  act sparked demonstrations from other Tunisians against the mass unemployment under the repressive government, which retaliated by sending police to open fire on the citizens. As the rebellion

  spread and police violence continued, close to eighty citizens ended up dead. At first, President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali backed the police brutality and murders, but later, he started reversing

  his position. He promised to create jobs, lower food costs, and allow freedom of speech. Eventually, he had to flee the country, and as of this writing, is in Saudi Arabia. He had ruled Tunisia for

  twenty-three years.




  In February 2011, hundreds of thousands of Egyptians gathered to protest the government policies of President Hosni Mubarak. After thirty years of power, he fled Cairo for Sharm el-Sheikh, and

  millions of people packed the streets of Cairo to celebrate. Like Ben Ali, Mubarak tried to hold onto his power by promising jobs, higher wages, and freedom of speech, but after being repressed for

  so many decades, the mobs weren’t buying it.




  Also in February 2011, police fought thousands of protestors in Bahrain, yet another recent example of anti-government unrest in the Middle East. The leader of Bahrain, Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa,

  is a Sunni Muslim whose family has ruled the country since the eighteenth century. The majority of people in Bahrain, however, are not Sunni Muslims; rather, they are Shia. Sheikh Hamad promised to

  institute reforms, but as many as 10,000 protestors gathered in the streets, demanding jobs and housing, civil and political rights, and the removal of Prime Minister Sheikh Khalifa bin Salman Al

  Khalifa, who had held his position for forty years. As this book goes to print in early May 2011, government forces have arrested 800 people; tortured, imprisoned, and killed civilians; and fired

  1,000 citizens from their jobs.




  Also in February 2011, hundreds of thousands of people throughout the Middle East held demonstrations on behalf of the Libyans who are trying to overthrow the repressive regime of Colonel

  Muammar el-Qaddafi. In Libya, military forces shot gunfire into unarmed civilian crowds, including thousands of people leaving mosques after praying. Qaddafi warned his people that Libya would

  become a hell if the protests against his government didn’t cease. As of February 2011, tens of thousands of citizens were participating in demonstrations, with soldiers defecting from

  Qaddafi to guard the masses from police attack. As of late March 2011, the United Nations voted to enforce “no-flying” zones in Libya and to help the country’s oppressed people.

  As this book goes to print in early May 2011, NATO continues bombing Libya in hopes of diminishing Gaddafi’s military power.




  These various examples share some obvious commonalities: government control over citizens, harassment of citizens; erosion of civil liberties; penalties for invoking freedom of speech; and

  ultimately—at least in the cases cited—repressive regimes face rebellions.




  This is exactly what happens when the people of Panem revolt against their government and its leaders. People can take just so much abuse. The kicker, of course, is that President Coin’s

  regime ends up being no better than President Snow’s regime. By eliminating Coin, the people of Panem finally achieve some true hope of liberation from oppressive power-hungry leadership. We

  often trade one evil for another, and as the old saying goes: “Absolute power corrupts absolutely.”




  In the twentieth century, the world saw revolutions in Czarist Russia; in Italy and Germany between World War I and World War II; and also revolutions in China, Cuba, and Vietnam. There were

  additional revolutions in Iran and South Africa, among others.




  It’s well beyond the scope of this book to describe all of these revolutions. For that, the reader has to turn to history texts. In general, there are some key factors that lead to

  outright rebellions, as in The Hunger Games series:




  First, a large portion of the population is extremely frustrated and unhappy with the government. Support among all the poor and rural people is key to a successful overthrow of a repressive

  regime. Everyone except the leaders and their cohorts in the Capitol are poor and can be considered rural: nobody really has anything, nobody really has any power.




  Second, the majority of the population—no matter what their social and economic classes—agrees that conditions are so bad that the only way to remedy current circumstances is by

  overthrowing the government. There’s no question that this is true in The Hunger Games. As soon as one district rebels, all the districts start following suit; after District 8 revolts, the

  rebellion spreads rapidly to other districts. Midway through Catching Fire, Districts 8, 3, 4, 7, and 11 have already starting fighting against the Capitol (Catching Fire,

  165–68). Bakers (like Peeta and his family) and engineers and inventors (like Beetee), who have higher status and better lifestyles than most people, join the revolution.
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