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The Hunger Games is a trilogy written by Suzanne Collins. Her books are based on the Greek legend of King Minos of Crete, who forced Athens to pay tribute to him of 7 teen boys and 7 teen girls, whom he fed to the Minotaur. The young warrior, Theseus volunteers to be sacrificed, but ends up slaying the Minotaur and returning a hero. 

Hunger Games is set in a future North American Continent following a world war that has left a central government in Colorado, and 13 poverty stricken, oppressed districts in place of states. The main characters are a teen girl named Katniss, and her boyfriend, Peeta. 

Once a year, to warn the people against rebellion, each district is forced into a lottery to pick one teen girl and one teen boy to compete at the Capital. The competition is a fight to the death among the teens. 


The second part of the trilogy begins with Katniss thinking to herself; “If it were up to me, I would try to forget the Hunger Games entirely. Never speak of them. Pretend they were nothing but a bad dream. Not only are we in the districts forced to remember the Capitol’s power each year, we are forced to celebrate it. The sun persists in rising, so I make myself stand.”


In the epilogue of the final book, twenty years later, after a successful rebellion against the Capitol, Katniss, looking at her children playing, reflects; “I’ll tell them on bad mornings, it feels impossible to take pleasure in anything because I’m afraid it could be taken away. That’s when I make a list in my head of every act of goodness I’ve seen someone do. It’s like a game. Repetitive. Even a little tedious after more than 20 years. But there are much worse games to play.”


The books are very popular. They have been on the top ten bestsellers for months. I set out to read them after hearing that so many of our teens have been reading them. They are called dystopian literature because they portray a future that is the opposite of utopian. 


In one of my visits to Rivermead, I spoke at length with the Unitarian Universalists there about the books, and what literature we read in our younger years that was dystopian. We came up with animal Farm, 1984, Brave New World, All Quiet on the Western Front, Fahrenheit 451, A Clockwork Orange, The Lottery, and Lord of the Flies. And we have other stories today, such as the Matrix series and Star Wars, of futures that are violent, and oppressive. But there were also the real dystopian societies of the Great Depression and Nazi occupied Europe, Pol Pot’s Cambodia, Japanese occupied Korea and China, Communist oppressions that took the lives of 100 million people, and segregation and lynchings of African Americans for 100 years in the American South. It was not difficult for us to think of some of the dystopian realities of the 20th century. 

But the Hunger Games books are not just about a bad future. I’ve spoken to teens, pre-teens, parents, grandparents about these books. Each of you has a slightly different take on the meaning of the story. While the books may not be great literature, they are great stories, because each of us sees something a bit different. 

Bryan Field pointed out to me a motif in the stories that I had completely missed, and yet is the structure of the story….Joseph Campbell’s Hero with a Thousand Faces. Except The Hunger Games has a heroine, Katnis. She ventures forth from the world of the everyday living into a Capitol of bizarre wonder and plenty. She is thrust into an arena of powerful life and death situations. She makes allies. She achieves a decisive victory. She returns to her home, hoping to live normally, only to be confronted with new challenges and threats. Does she run away, or does she use her power as a hero to mobilize and unite the people against their oppressors? 


This is the path of the hero in a thousand myths in human storytelling. Prometheus, Buddha, Jesus, Moses, Harriet Tubman, Martin Luther King Jr, Nelson Mandela. This is perhaps the mythical story that touches human beings most deeply. This story, more than any other, gives us hope and courage and moral grounding on our own quests for meaning, and to be a hero in our own lives. 


As for all heroes and heroines, in the Hunger Games, Katnis begins her quest by choosing the path to dangerous, mortal adventure. She struggles through a road of trials. She receives gifts from strangers and allies, including food, medicine, and even friendship and love. Victorious, she returns home, and begins to gift the gift of her moral power to the people around her. 


And, if this were not enough, as a teen, coming into womanhood, she is presented with the intense love of two different young men. How does she sort out her feelings of love for these two young men, Peeta and Gale? Which one will she choose? 

We can also read into the Hunger Games the class struggle described by Karl Marx in the Communist Manifesto. Does the story reflect the trajectory of our own country as the middle class disappears under debt, economic stagnation, and a small but powerful wealthy elite who control banks, congress, companies, and elections?


Does the Hunger Games describe the dystopia felt by teens in our cities? Can this story be lifted out of urban life and urban schools, of gang warfare, and the oppression of poor neighborhoods in cities? 


Do we do our youth a disservice by not training them in survival skills, wilderness living, hunting and weapons training? These are the skills carried by Katnis. 


Katnis also holds onto hope for herself and her family. She takes time for gratitude to the earth and to allies. She is afraid, but not paralyzed by fear. She dares to vision. She is continually challenged to make split second decisions on who is an ally and who is not. She endures trauma but keeps hold of her will to survive. She learns to distrust the lies and propaganda spread by those in power, just as our young adults do. Certain songs and symbols take on deep meaning for Katnis and others in the rebellion, just as our young adults look for music that carries a meaning. She is startled by the power that she has with others, and she learns how to use it for good, just as our teens struggle to learn what powers they have, and how to best use those powers. She is aware of the dangers of both anarchy and totalitarianism. She learns the painful lesson that the ends do not justify the means. 

The teens who survive in the Hunger Game Stories are those who treat it not business as usual. Who fight against falling deep into unraveling of their emotions, who find a way to not give into the ominous sense of doom. They see that life is a mess, but they figure out how to face the mess without going crazy.

 We have done that many times in our lives. We find hope. We want to pass along to our children and grandchildren…..How to turn away from fear, doom, unraveling, blind rage, revenge. When we feel grief, we know it is because we are so emotionally, lovingly connected to people, places, ideas, and things that we love…and we try to stay focused on those loves rather than on the greif. 

When we feel anger, we know it is because we have a sense of justice and fairness that is being violated and transgressed. We want to make things right.

 When we feel fear, it is because of how deeply we want to trust life, and trust other people. When we feel emptiness we want to turn that into openness to the new. 

Joanna Macy calls this the Great Turning, because we turn toward community, toward others, and toward a deeper dimension of life when we do not want to face the mess alone. We turn to hope, love, courage, and openness. 

To have lived this long, many times we have had to turn away from the mess without going crazy. Turn toward other people, toward love and courage. If anything, this is what these books are teaching our teenagers, how to face the mess that is our society, and how not to go crazy or give up, or become mean, but how to turn toward active hope, allies and friends, community and what we love and cherish.
