
vii

About This Volume
Lana A. Whited

When plans for this book were in the very early stages, the number 

well aware of the popularity of The Hunger Games1 series, but I 
really had no idea just how seriously the books were being taken 
by literature professionals—teachers, librarians, creative writers, 

enough for about three volumes of essays. 
A number of important and interesting topics concerning The 

Hunger Games novels came up in the proposals but did not ultimately 

write about gender, including the theme of motherhood: both real 

and the mothering roles Katniss must adopt for the well-being of 
other characters (including her own mother, Prim, and, sometimes, 
Peeta). There is a tremendous amount of interest in what sort of girl 
Katniss is in the pages of Collins’ novels, what sort of woman she 
might become, and how the hero myth applies to her. Some writers, 
including Meghan Lewit of The Atlantic, 

most important female character in recent pop culture history.” 
There were essays focusing on the theme of identity, including 

the intensity of the arena; anticipating that intensity, Peeta says, “I 
want to die as myself … I don’t want them to change me in there. 
Turn me into some kind of monster that I’m not” (Collins 141). 
There were proposals for essays about technology and celebrity 
culture and materialism. There were comparisons of The Hunger 
Games novels with other works in which a government forces 
its own children into combat, such as Battle Royale. There were 
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dystopic literature. There were allusions to the classical world—
the myth of Theseus and the Minotaur, the story of Spartacus, the 
gladiators in the Roman Coliseum. There were thematic approaches 

were pitches for articles about game theory. There were proposals 
about citizenship and presidents and power. And there were multiple 
proposals about several of these topics. 

Choosing was hard, so I asked a colleague to read the proposals, 
too. As a primary criterion, we tried to choose proposals that did not 
merely repeat arguments already existing in the handful of Hunger 
Games-themed critical anthologies already published. In some cases 
of multiple proposals on the same topic, we opted for the best writing. 
We settled on the four essays in the Critical Contexts section, all of 
which, I’m happy to say, were obvious choices, as well as fourteen 
other essays that would comprise Critical Readings. We chose ten 
essays, and then I begged the editor for two more that I couldn’t 
bear to exclude. Over the months of work, there were a few roster 
changes caused by unforeseen developments in contributors’ lives. 

put up against any other volume in the arena of Hunger Games 
literary criticism. Reading only through the Critical Contexts 
section, a person would gain a sense of how the three novels have 
been appraised by book critics (Lana A. Whited), a deep familiarity 
with the series’ literary lineage (Tina L. Hanlon), an understanding 

appear in Collins’ series (Amy H. Sturgis), and an illustration of 
how Reader-Response Criticism applies to Mockingjay (Jackie C. 
Horne). 

The Critical Readings section comprises essays as diverse as 
their authors, whose day jobs cover territory that stretches from 
Thailand in the East to Michigan and Cincinnati in the Midwest, 
reaching as far north as Toronto and including the University of 
Hamburg. Katniss’ inability to accept gifts from anyone but Prim 
and the role of “radical gifts” in the transformation of Panem are the 
subject of Amy Bennett-Zendzian’s “‘What I did was a radical thing’: 
Panem’s Corrupted Gift Economy.” The gender discussion is handled 
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deftly by Danielle Bienvenue Bray, author of “‘You love me. Real’: 
Gender in The Hunger Games Trilogy,” who argues for Suzanne 
Collins’ sympathetic presentation of any characters demonstrating 
traditionally feminine attitudes and behaviors, regardless of those 
characters’ gender. In “Game Macabre: Fear as an Essential Element 
in The Hunger Games,” Rebecca Sutherland Borah investigates 
Collins’ use of horror and terror to achieve emotional resonance in 
her depiction of the oppression and debauchery of the Capitol and 
the monstrosity of war. Stephanie Dror discusses “The Nature of 

positing that Collins illustrates “the postmodernist claim that we 
inhabit a prosthetic [simulated] environment” rather than a natural 
one; thus, from an environmentalist standpoint, one of the dystopian 
author’s cautions here is against humanity’s destruction of the 
ecosystem via a cycle of consumerism like the Capitol’s (Buell 5). 

From concerns grounded in the natural sciences in Dror’s essay, 
we move to the social sciences and Louise M. Freeman’s essay 

underlying hijacking in which Freeman explains how Pavlovian 
conditioning models help clinicians understand post-traumatic 
stress disorder. Freeman’s essay also accounts for the usefulness 
of a number of Peeta’s therapies, including counterconditioning 
(rediscovered by Prim); the “real, not real” game; and art therapy. 
“‘Where you can starve to death in safety’: Appalachia and The 
Hunger Games” is the contribution of Elizabeth Baird Hardy, a 
resident of western North Carolina, where much of The Hunger 

and historical elements of Collins’ narrative that allow readers to 
locate Katniss’ home region on a real map, while also examining 
how traditional stereotypes of Appalachian people are manifested 
in the series. 

The volume concludes with four essays, two each dealing with 
political aspects of the novels (Todd Ide and Sandra Via) and Collins’ 
debt to classical culture and characters (Lars Schmeink and Amalia 
L. Selle). Ide applies theories of gaining, using, and holding power 
from Niccolò Machiavelli’s 1517 treatise The Prince to President 
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Snow and President Coin, arguing that, given their situations, these 
presidents have no more effective option than following Machiavelli’s 
guidelines. His essay will help the reader better understand both 

the collection is Sandra Via’s testimonial concerning her use of the 
series in the democracy, justice, and civic engagement classroom, 
with emphasis on how using the books strengthens not only her 
students’ engagement in the course and comprehension of course 
concepts but also their academic skills. 

Between Ide’s and Via’s essays is sandwiched an exploration 
of the labyrinth trope in the series, accompanied by a discussion of 
how Collins adapts the myth of Theseus and the Minotaur. Author 
Lars Schmeink focuses primarily on gaming theory and the use 
of “degenerate strategies” by Katniss and her allies to defeat the 
Gamemaker. To Amalia L. Selle falls the task of explaining Roman 

myth of Spartacus, 
who, like Katniss, succeeds against the odds. Selle explores ways 
in which Katniss’ character may appear to change in Mockingjay, 
encouraging readers to understand her motivation as evidence of the 
transformative power of war on the combatants and to question our 
own assumptions about war and our role in the world. 

I hope that these essays will serve as a useful collection for 
Hunger Games readers eager to go beyond the narrative itself to 

insightful conversations among friends and colleagues, and that 
some of the students who use them for coursework will one day 
grow up to write book chapters of their own. My own preparation 
for editing this volume owes much to three experiences with my 
own students: teaching The Hunger Games in my course Harry 
Potter and the Hero Myth; directing Whitney Scott’s independent 
study and honors thesis in feminist dystopian novels, “Perverse 
Piety: Criticism of Christian Extremism in The Handmaid’s Tale, 
The Gate to Women’s Country, and The Fifth Sacred Thing (Ferrum 
College, 2011); and supervising Harley Patterson’s English senior 
thesis, “Eschatology and Dystopian Literature” (Ferrum College, 

The Hunger 
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Games. I am particularly grateful to Harley for introducing me to We 
(1924) by 

process, involving both what I have taught students and what they 
have taught me.

Note
1. This phrase is used in three ways in this volume. When it refers to 

The 
Hunger Games. When it refers to the entire series, it is written like this: 
The Hunger Games, often followed by the word “series” or “novels.” 
When it refers to the competition, it is written as follows: the Hunger 
Games. Occasionally, a writer refers to “the Games,” without the 
word “Hunger.”  In this case, we have elected to capitalize the “G” 
in “Games” because Collins capitalizes it in this usage in her novels.
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“What I did was a radical thing”: Panem’s 
Corrupted Gift Economy

Amy Bennett-Zendzian

Katniss Everdeen is obsessed with gifts and the concept of owing. 
To her, they are the same thing: to receive a gift is to owe a debt. The 
only person from whom Katniss can accept gifts without reservation 
is her sister Prim, while gifts from others are received only with 
reluctance or even thrown away. Why? Katniss instinctually 
understands that accepting a gift results in not only forming an 
emotional bond with the giver but also incurring a spiritual debt 
beyond the gift’s monetary value. Katniss—who has what we might 
call a gift for survival—is right to be wary of these obligations 
because as often as not in Suzanne Collins’ Hunger Games series, 
gifts are literally a matter of life and death.

Recognizing how gifts and debts work in Panem is key to 
understanding some of the most important themes of Collins’ novels. 

The Hunger Games, the word “debt” appears 
four times; variations on “owe,” eight times; and the word “gift,” 
sixteen times—all together, twenty-eight occurrences. (For the 
sake of comparison: the thematically important word “mockingjay” 

series, important gifts save lives: Peeta’s gift of bread rescues Katniss 
and her family from starvation, and rival tribute Thresh chooses to 
spare Katniss’ life in the arena to repay the debt he owes her—and 
then there are all the gifts from sponsors, in the form of parachutes 
bringing food and medicine in the arena. But by Mockingjay, gifts 
cause death: the suicide pill that Cinna sews into the Mockingjay 

Cinna’s last gift”—and the parachutes that 
the hostage children in the City Circle think are food or medicine, 
but which are actually bombs (373, 346). The very last use of the 
word “gift” in the series is when Plutarch Heavensbee admits that he 
doesn’t believe that anything has really changed, or that humanity 
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destruction” (Collins, Mockingjay 379).
Plutarch’s comment reveals that what’s going on with gifts 

in The Hunger Games series is about more than Katniss’ personal 

instincts; it’s about the world of Panem. The gift economy in Panem 
is broken, corrupted by the governing strategies of the Capitol. 
Even in commodity-based economies, the rules of gift economies 
control the exchange of whatever is considered too sacred to be 
purchased. However, in this dystopia, what should be sacred has 

distrust of gifts, or perhaps because she understands their nature 
so well, Katniss is in a position to be a catalyst for revolutionary 
change, beginning with her gift of her own body to take the place 
of her sister’s in the arena. She does not expect others to follow 
her example, explaining, “What I did was a radical thing” (Collins, 
Hunger Games 26). But they do follow her example, and as she 
discovers, it is only through radical gifts that Panem might be 
transformed.

Giving, Receiving, and Repaying: Understanding Gift 
Theory
Many gift theorists base their work on the premises formulated by 
Marcel Mauss in his foundational text The Gift. Mauss analyzes 
the economies of archaic societies in order to show that there have 
always been systems of exchange that are governed and restricted 
by societal rules and that predate the invention of money. Mauss 
proposes that gift economies are closed systems governed by three 
interconnected obligations: an obligation to give, an obligation to 
receive, and an obligation to reciprocate (Gift 39). And they are 

both social and spiritual consequences. Unlike a commodity 
economy, in which strangers directly exchange goods or services 
for the amount of money the things are agreed to be worth, a gift 
economy is essentially a circular one: after giving a gift, the giver 
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will eventually be repaid, though not necessarily by the same person 
to whom the gift is originally given. Instead, the gift has a “spirit” 
that moves through the community and eventually comes back to 
the giver, perhaps in the form of another gift from someone else 
(10). The two kinds of economies, gift and commodity, are not 
mutually exclusive; in fact, they frequently coexist, if sometimes 
uncomfortably. But gift transactions, unlike exchange of capital, 
create a bond of feeling between giver and receiver. Ideally, the 
receiver is grateful to the giver, and the giver feels good about the 
receiver—although as we will see, the feeling-bonds created by gift 
exchange are not universally positive.

In some ways, this simple model of a gift economy is replicated 
straightforwardly in the world of The Hunger Games. Gift exchange 
is shown to create a relationship between giver and receiver in a way 
that commodity exchange does not. For example, early on, Collins 
introduces Madge Undersee, the Mayor’s daughter, who, according 
to Katniss, may or may not be her friend. They eat lunch together at 
school, but Katniss suggests that maybe it’s just because they’re both 
oddballs with no real friends (Collins, Hunger Games 12). On the day 
of the reaping, Gale and Katniss go to see Madge with strawberries 
to sell, and Gale harshly reminds Madge that their chances of being 
reaped are much higher than hers. The next line is, “Madge’s face 
has become closed off. She puts the money for the berries in my 
hand” (12). The exchange of money is directly linked to the “closing 
off” of emotional connection. But after Katniss has volunteered for 
the reaping, Madge comes to see her and gives her the gift of the 
gold mockingjay pin. Not until Catching Fire do readers learn that 
this gift once belonged to Madge’s aunt, Maysilee Donner, who 
was Katniss’ mother’s friend and, as it turns out, Haymitch’s ally 
in the arena; therefore, it is a gift with much history and emotional 

until later. After Madge gives her the pin, Katniss says, “I’m getting 
all kinds of gifts today. Madge gives me one more. A kiss on the 
cheek. Then she’s gone and I’m left thinking that maybe Madge 
really has been my friend all along” (Collins, Hunger Games 38). 
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The gift is what makes Katniss admit that they have an emotional 
relationship, whether she likes it or not.

In the impoverished economy of District 12, gift exchange 
and commodity exchange coexist with a third option: barter. Barter 
comes across in the novels as less cold than commodity exchange, 
but less dangerous (in terms of its likelihood to create emotional 
attachments) than outright gifts, at least to Katniss. When Gale and 
Katniss are feasting on the morning of the reaping, Gale says that 
the baker gave him bread in exchange for “just a squirrel,” maybe 
because he was feeling sentimental, and Katniss comments that they 
“all feel a little closer” on reaping day (Collins, Hunger Games 7). 
This communal feeling of closeness before the reaping might also 

The Hunger Games, Katniss 
actually accepts the gift of the mockingjay pin from the Hob dealer, 

the pin appears cheap, not valuable like Madge’s real gold pin, but 
it gains sentimental value very quickly by being given as a gift from 
the Hob dealer to Katniss, from Katniss to Prim, from Prim back 
to Katniss, and then from Cinna to Katniss as a secret present just 
before she enters the Games. Even though the character of Madge 

understands the connection between the theme of gifts and the 
symbol of the mockingjay.

“The effect she can have”: Katniss, Gifts, and Relational 
Bonds
Since gifts create a relationship between giver and receiver, it is no 
surprise that the antisocial Katniss has a deeply anxious relationship 
with gifts (and the people who give them). She can accept gifts from 
Prim, who is the only person she is sure she loves, but gifts from her 
mother or even Gale, her best friend, are received with hesitation. 
She admits that it took a long time for her and Gale “to even become 
friends, to stop haggling over every trade and begin helping each 
other out” (Collins, Hunger Games 10). Often as not, she rejects gifts, 
whether consciously or unconsciously. For example, on reaping day, 
Peeta’s father, the baker, gives her a gift of cookies, which she tosses 
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out the window (49). Her mother gives Katniss a blue dress, but 
even though she knows that it is “precious” to her mother because 

the train (15, 63). She even accidentally leaves Madge’s mockingjay 
Cinna restores it to her, she 

tries to give it away to Rue (145, 212). Katniss has a real problem 
with gifts, and when Peeta implies that the people of District 12 
who barter with Katniss give her especially good deals because of 
the “effect she can have”—implying that they care about her—she 
is simultaneously confused and infuriated, “sure he meant to insult 
me,” she says (91). Nor is it any wonder that she can’t accept that 
they might have been giving her anything: as Lewis Hyde explains, 
“When we refuse relationship, we must refuse gift exchange as well” 

not to form relationships with anyone, and much of the emotional 
arc of Catching Fire involves Katniss’ reluctance to accept the truth 
about just how many people she has formed relational bonds with 
after all. 

Fortunately for Katniss, she is not at risk of forming relational 
bonds with those who give her “false gifts,” donated out of an 
intent to harm her (Hyde 91). Wealthy Capitol sponsors might help 
Haymitch send Katniss gifts that save her life, but as long as they 
see her not as a person but just as a tribute to bet on, their gifts don’t 
create real bonds between themselves and Katniss. Those arena gifts 
do, however, create bonds between Katniss and Haymitch. At the 

that Haymitch’s gifts somehow don’t count by telling herself “he 
hates me,” but by Catching Fire, she admits freely that she owes 
him for her own life and Peeta’s, “And that’s for always” (Collins, 
Hunger Games 168; Catching Fire 10). Arena gifts also create 
bonds between Katniss and the people of District 11, who send her 
bread after the death of her ally Rue, and between Katniss and the 
people of the Hob who set up a collection to send her a gift. That’s 
why in Catching Fire Katniss eventually has to admit that Peeta was 
right about “the effect she can have” and the fact that the connection 
is reciprocal. The circle of people she is willing to let herself care 
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about continues to grow, until the point when she wants to run away 
into the woods to escape Snow’s persecution but wants to take half 
of District 12 with her.

However, there is more to Katniss’ aversion to gifts than her fear of 
the feeling-bond she might inadvertently form with the giver. She 
understands that if gifts are a matter of life and death, that means 
they are dangerous; owing someone can interfere with her own 
chances for survival. When Katniss tries to explain to Peeta that 
Thresh spared her life at the Cornucopia because he was “paying 
off a debt of sorts,” Peeta cannot believe it: he says, “He let you 
go because he didn’t want to owe you anything?” (Collins, Hunger 
Games 292). Katniss responds, “I don’t expect you to understand it. 
You’ve always had enough” (292). The conversation leads inevitably 
to Peeta’s gift of bread that had saved Katniss and her family from 

owing you for that” (293). Peeta suggests that they can call it even 
now that she has saved his life in return, but Katniss says it’s not 

back” (293). 
Here, Katniss articulates one of the key premises of gift 

with it something more commodity, and 
recipients can’t discharge the debt just by giving the original giver 
something of equal value. They have to “reciprocate with interest,” 
to give back something more; and the longer it takes to repay the 
debt, the more is owed (Mauss, Gift 42). In Katniss’ case, Peeta’s 
bread saved her life, as well as her mother’s and sister’s lives, so she 
is in the position of feeling that she owes him something more than 
her life. How can she ever pay that back?

Katniss also understands that Peeta doesn’t know any of this, 
and why. When Thresh spares Katniss, he yells: “Just this one 
time, I let you go. For the little girl. You and me, we’re even. No 
more owed. You understand?” and Katniss says, “I nod because I 
do understand. About owing. About hating it. I understand that if 
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Thresh wins, he’ll have to go back and face a district that has already 
broken all the rules to thank me, and he is breaking the rules to thank 
me, too” (Collins, Hunger Games 288). Katniss tells Peeta that if 
he had come from a background of starvation and need like her and 
Thresh, then he would understand “About owing. About hating it.” 
This hatred doesn’t come out of nowhere. Hyde explains, “Between 
the time a gift comes to us and the time we pass it along, we suffer 
gratitude” (47). In Panem, where oppressed characters lack the 
resources to reciprocate, no one is more aware of this danger of 
“suffering gratitude” than Katniss. 

The down side of a gift economy is the intensity of negative 
feeling (not to mention the threat of a loss of social status) that is 
generated when the cycle breaks down because the recipients of 

Nietzsche warns against accepting gifts if one has “nothing to 
give” because “[g]reat indebtedness does not make men grateful, 
but vengeful; and if a little charity is not forgotten, it turns into a 
gnawing worm” (201). It is no wonder that Katniss and Thresh 

impoverished and downtrodden of Panem, reciprocating gifts 
becomes an unbearable obligation that threatens to crush them. 

Reaping Children: Panem’s Corrupted Gift Economy
The gift economy in 
due to extreme income inequality. The economic chasm between the 

Capitol and the struggling districts is also replicated 
within the districts, such as District 12, where a small merchant class 
does relatively well compared to the impoverished Seam dwellers. 
As Gale observes, turning people inside the districts against one 
another is a strategy on the part of the Capitol, just as the Hunger 
Games are meant to turn all the districts against each another: “It’s 
to the Capitol’s advantage to have us divided among ourselves,” he 
says (Collins, Hunger Games 14). So when Katniss is suspicious of 
or outright refuses gifts, it is a sign that the Capitol has been able 
to turn the potential positive energy of gift exchange into negative 
energy. The Capitol is winning in its strategy to keep the people 
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Chronology of Suzanne Collins’ Life

August 20,1955 Michael John Collins marries Jane Kathryn Brady in 
Marion County, Indiana.

January 2,1957 Kathryn Collins is born.

August 20, 1958 Andrew Collins is born.

January 6, 1960 Joan Collins is born.

August 10,1962 Suzanne Marie Collins is born. The Collins family is 
living in Connecticut at this time. Collins’ father is 
a career military man, and his various assignments 
necessitate several moves throughout Collins’ 
childhood.

1968 The Collins family moves to Indiana. Collins’ father, 

to Vietnam. As the year elapses, six-year-old Suzanne 
experiences a harrowing progression from a child’s 
incomprehension of war to confusion to fear and 
sadness, exacerbated by accidental exposure to graphic 
television news footage from the war zone. This 
experience plants in Collins an early seed of concern 
about news media depictions of violence. 

1969 Collins’ father returns from the war so emotionally 
scarred that even young Suzanne is able to recognize 
the damage.

1974 The Collins family moves to Brussels, Belgium, when 
Michael Collins is given an assignment with NATO. 
Collins’ father takes advantage of the location to teach 
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