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Abstract 

Målet med uppsatsen är att visa hur Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games kan användas i ett 

språkklassrum för att introducera begreppet makt. Målet är även att, från ett makt-perspektiv, 

kunna påvisa att spektaklet Hungerspelen kan uppfattas som ett medel för systematiskt 

förtryck, förödmjukelse och avhumanisering av den styrande makten. Ett ytterligare mål är att 

yrka på att huvudkaraktären Katniss handlingar i Hungerspelen kan uppfattas som motstånd 

mot detta. Novellen analyseras med hjälp av teorierna ”power over” och ”power to” för att 

kunna identifiera olika kategorier av makt. ”Power over” är ett uttryck av makt som används 

för att påverka, tvinga eller utnyttja någon. I novellen kan detta bland annat identifieras när 

den styrande makten tvingar befolkningen att titta på, eller delta i Hungerspelen. ”Power to” 

hänvisar till en persons individuella förmågor och kan identifieras i Katniss intelligens, 

självständighet, överlevnadsfärdigheter och mod. ”The Theory of Consent” är en teori som 

berör medgivande i en dominant-underordnad relation. Teorin påvisar att utan de underordnas 

medgivande har den dominanta parten dåliga förutsättningar för att styra. Denna teori 

presenteras som grund till den styrande maktens motiv för att tvinga dess underordnade att 

medverka i de farliga spelen.  

Skolan kan vara en plats som ger ökad förståelse av makt och mänskligt värde, något 

som betonas i Skolverkets styrdokument.  Detta genom att koppla diskussioner om olika 

perspektiv om makt till läsningen. Teorierna kan bistå elever med djupare förståelse om 

begreppet och kunna identifiera och ifrågasätta maktmissbruk och maktutövanden som 

utnyttjar och förtrycker sina underordnade. Den didaktiska delen kommer ge förslag på ett 

lektionsupplägg där elever kommer, utöver utveckla sin kunskap om makt, även träna sina 

språkliga egenskaper genom att läsa, tala, lyssna och skriva. Detta är något som betonas i 

styrdokumenten. 
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Introduction 

Power is distributed in different ways throughout society; it can be seen in the relationships of 

ethnicity, race, religion, gender and age. There are power struggles evident in every-day 

situations all around the world whether it is in a family dynamic between parent and child, in 

the school system between teacher and student, or in the political system between the 

government and the people. Power can be very present and influential in society. Despite 

being so present in our society, the topic is granted fairly little space in the teachings in 

school. The presence of power made me personally interested to know more about the shapes 

power can take, and how it can be used. This is the origin of my choice of topic. I have often 

seen power as something negative which can be used to control another person. Steven Lukes 

captures the negative associations of mine in Power: A Radical View (1974) when he states 

that, “A may exercise power over B by getting him to do what he does not want to do, but he 

also exercises power over him by influencing, shaping or determining his very wants” (23). 

The ability to control others can be horrific when it is possessed by people who are willing to 

use it for personal benefit. This essay will explore how power can be used to influence others. 

While it can be used in sinister ways, power can also be something positive. John Gaventa 

explains in Power after Lukes: A Review of the Literature (2003) that Michael Foucault saw 

power as not just a negative, coercive or repressive thing that forces us to do things against 

our wishes, but can also be a necessary, productive and positive force in society (2). Besides 

exploring the more negative associations of power, Foucault’s view also made me interested 

to also explore the positive side of the topic. I have personally had a rather negative 

association to power and exploring the more positive side of power widened my perspective 

of the topic. I wanted to grant students the same opportunity, thus I think it is interesting to 

include both negative and positive aspects from a didactic point of view in a school context.  

The Hunger Games (2012) is a science fiction novel written by Suzanne Collins 

in which power is a major theme. It is the first part of a trilogy, followed by Catching Fire 
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and Mockingjay. For simplicity sake, this essay will focus solely on The Hunger Games. The 

novel’s narrator and protagonist, Katniss, is a 16 year-old girl who lives in the post-

apocalyptic nation of Panem. Panem is ruled by the Capitol, a technically advanced and 

luxurious city, which exercises political control over the nation. The Capitol arranges an 

annual broadcasting event where teenagers from each district are randomly selected to fight to 

the death in an arena. This event is called the Hunger Games. Katniss’s sister is selected from 

their district, but Katniss steps in and volunteers to take her place. The novel deals with and 

illustrates many different types of power relations, systems and operations, which make it a 

fruitful example to use in the teaching of the concept of power. 

 

Aim and Approach 

The aim of this essay is to explore the nature and various aspects of power in Suzanne 

Collins’s The Hunger Games and then to use that knowledge to create a lesson plan for 

teachers as a guideline on how to teach the concept of power in schools. The focus is on 

teaching students what power is and how it can be identified, analyzed and questioned - and 

not about teaching them how to exert power. This will be achieved through literature. The 

Hunger Games will be used as primary source and it will be analyzed with a focus on power 

in its various forms in a literary analysis. Secondary sources will be used to explore different 

theories on power and as an instrument to support the argument in the thesis statement. 

The didactic aspect of this study takes the form of a general lesson plan of how teachers 

can teach power as a theme in The Hunger Games. The aim is that the students will learn 

about power in the context of reading, talking, listening and writing. The method “close 

reading” will be used in the teachings. The method is presented by Bo Lundahl in Engelsk 

Språkdidaktik: texter, kommunikation, språkutveckling. It is when the conversation and 

writing about literature aims to focus on both a basic comprehension and a dialogue of texts 
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that leaves room for reading between the lines and critical perspectives (418). The students 

will work with study questions about the novel and discuss these in groups. They will then 

write an individual conclusion based on the discussion (Lundahl 419). The lesson plan will 

not be fully detailed, containing minute-by-minute exercises, but rather a guideline of how to 

structure the lessons and will leave room for modification. From a didactic point of view, 

teaching power in The Hunger Games, grants an opportunity to make clear the fundamental 

democratic values of Swedish society and human rights, and together with the students 

discuss conflicts that can occur between these values and rights and actual events. This is 

emphasized in the curriculum (Skolverket 11). My hopes are that students will widen their 

understanding of power, as they simultaneously develop their abilities in reading, speaking 

and writing. This is also emphasized in the curriculum.   

In this essay I will explore power as a theme in Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games.  

The claim of this essay is that, from a power-centered perspective, the event of the Games can 

be read as systematic means of oppression, dehumanization and humiliation. The claim is also 

that the protagonist Katniss’s performance in the Games can be read as an enactment of 

resistance. 

 

Theory 

As a central concept within western social theory, the academic study of power has been 

approached in many ways, yielding varied insights. For example, some theorists have focused 

on the different forms that power takes, as well as the bases and resources that power 

originates from. Some have explored the complex relationship between the quantitative 

distribution of power and the processes of social agreement that legitimate various 

expressions of power. Some have examined the changing ways that power circulates 

throughout societies, constructing social institutions as well as individual subjectivities, as it 
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imposes order and discipline in historically specific ways, and others have approached the 

subject of power from other theoretical perspectives. A fully detailed review of such a rich 

and complex body of literature is, of course, beyond the scope of this essay. This essay will, 

however, focus on several different theories in purpose to give as varied and useful approach 

as possible to the students in the classroom.  

John C Turner explains in his work Explaining the Nature of Power: A Three-Process 

Theory (2005), that the most general meaning of power is that it is “the capacity to cause 

effect, to have an impact on or change things”  (6). The standard theory of power has not been 

described as one specific formal theory, but rather as a set of general assumptions about the 

relationship between power and influence. The basic ideas are that power is the capacity to 

influence other people, that it is granted by the control of resources that are desired, valued or 

needed by others and which make them dependent upon the influencing agent for the 

satisfaction of their needs or reaching their goals, and that different types of resources grant 

different types of power leading to different kinds of influence. Turner goes on explaining in 

his work that it is a bit complicated to define power due to there are several meanings and that 

it is necessary to have various meanings of power spelled out in relation to each other. This is 

what I will try to do.The theorists presented in this essay will provide different theories that 

covers power when exerted in an oppressing manner by an authority, to the thriving power 

that can exist within any individual. The theories can be helpful, if not necessary, when 

analysing different exertion of power in The Hunger Games, and the power struggle between 

the Capitol and Katniss.  

In the latter half of the twentieth century, theorists of power raised what has become a 

widely-used distinction between two broad ways of thinking and talking about power. This 

distinction is made by contrasting the expression “power to” with the expression “power 

over”.  
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Power Over and Power To 

In his essay “Power Over, Power With, Power Over Relations: Critical Reflections on Public 

Relations, the Dominant Coalition, and Activism” (2005), Bruce K Berger made a distinction 

between “power over” and “power to”. “Power over” is there referred to as a traditional 

dominance model where “decision making is characterized by control, instrumentalism, and 

self-interest” (6). It is the ability to dominate another person or group. This includes 

influencing someone to do what you want. The website Powercube is produced by the 

Institute of Development Studies, at the University of Sussex and brings further insight on the 

definitions of these kinds of power. It is a resource for understanding power relations. For 

instance, “Power over” is described as usually coming from force and threat. If the 

subordinate would fail to do what is asked, the dominant person will then use force to make 

the subordinate person to comply (“Expressions of Power”).  

“Power to”, on the other hand, is described as the unique potential of every person to 

shape his or her life. When supported by others, it opens up the possibilities of joint action. 

“Power to” refer to the ability to do something on one’s own and to the person’s abilities. 

These abilities can be knowledge, intellect, resources, strength, stamina, etc. This power 

enables someone to accomplish things (“Expressions of Power”). Thomas Wartenberg also 

mentions these expressions in his book The Forms of Power: From Domination to 

Transformation (1990). His interpretation is the following: 

 

The expressions power-to and power-over are a shorthand way of making a distinction between 

two fundamentally different ordinary-language locutions within which the term power occurs. 

Depending upon which locution one takes as the basis of one’s theory of power, one will arrive at 

a very different model of the role of power in the social world. (27) 

 

The main model of power in western social theory derives from the expression “power over”. 

Even though “power to” is the foundation of models in the physical and natural sciences, 
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“power over” highlights issues of social conflict, control, and coercion, which all have been 

the primary focus of western social and political scientists (“Expressions of Power”). Because 

of the prioritization of “power over” through the years, and how it is described, it is an 

interesting expression to include when working with The Hunger Games. The Capitol’s 

power over the districts is strong and their methods of control share resemblance with the 

“power over” theory. This will be further analyzed in the literary analysis. The “power to” 

theory is likewise interesting to include in the analysis due to its contrast to “power over” and 

that it can be identified in Katniss. She is a strong character who uses her abilities to oppose 

the Capitol. This, too, will be further developed in the analysis. 

 

Power as Domination 

Within American community power debates of the mid-twentieth century, well-respected 

power theorists from various sides of the political spectrum, including Robert Dahl, Steven 

Lukes, Peter Bachrach and Morton Baratz, all proposed different definitions of the term 

power. Yet, all of these definitions fell directly within the boundaries of the “power as 

domination” paradigm. Dahl, for example, conceptualized power in simple behavioral terms 

in The Concept of Power (1957). He argued it to be when “A has power over B to the extent 

that he can get B to do something that B would otherwise not do” (80). Bachrach and Baratz 

responded to Dahl’s behavioral definition in their book Power and Poverty: Theory and 

Practice (1979). They argued that power over others can also be exercised in more subtle 

ways that involve “the mobilization of bias” within a social or political system in a manner 

that prevents some people or groups from advancing their own interests: 

 

Power is also exercised when A devotes his energies to creating or reinforcing social and political 

values and institutional practices that limit the scope of the political process to public 

consideration of only those issues which are comparatively innocuous to A. To the extent that A 
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succeeds in doing this, B is prevented, for all practical purposes, from bringing to the fore any 

issues that in their resolution might be seriously detrimental to A’s set of preferences. (7) 

 

Steven Lukes, on the other hand, claims that both of these conceptualizations are too 

simplistic. According to him, power over others can also be exercised by preventing them 

from identifying or recognizing their own interests. He states:  

 

A may exercise power over B by getting him to do what he does not want to do, but he also 

exercises power over him by influencing, shaping or determining his very wants. Indeed, is it not 

the supreme exercise of power to get another or others to have the desires you want them to have – 

that is, secure their compliance by controlling their thoughts and desires? (23) 

 

Even though Dahl, Bachrach and Baratz, as well as Lukes, each answered for different 

definitions of the term power, all these definitions were contained within the boundaries of the 

power as domination paradigm. While power analysis is important, there is no one way of 

understanding power. The meanings of power are diverse and often contentious. Dahl, 

Bachrach, Baratz and Lukes see power as held by actors, some of whom are powerful while 

others are relatively powerless.  Powercube states that others see it as more “extensive, 

embodied in a web of relationships, behavior, social norms and discourses which affect 

everyone, but which no single actor holds” (“Understanding Power”). Some see power as in 

order to gain power, others must give up some of theirs. This can cause problem though, since 

the powerful do rarely give up their power easily, this often results in conflict and a “power 

struggle” (“Understanding of Power”). 

By Dahl, Bachrach, Baratz and Lukes, power is thought of as a form of domination and 

control of one person or group over others. In this sense “power over” refers to the ability of 

powerful actors action to affect the actions and thought of the relatively powerless.   But 

power can also be used in a more positive sense. Powercube mentions the power to bring 
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about desired change in our lives or those of others. In this sense “power to” refers to the 

capacity to act, exercise agency and to realize the potential of rights, citizenship or voice. The 

“power to” theory emphasizes that each individual has the power to make a difference. 

“Power over”, is claimed to be the primary meaning of power by Wartenberg (5). He argues 

that a focus on “power to” relations just “shifts the theorist’s gaze away from the set of 

phenomena that a theory of social power must comprehend, namely the illegitimate 

inequalities that exist in modern societies” (5). “Power over” is arguably the most understood 

of the two conceptions of power. This relationship is explained to be a contest of wills in 

which the one who succeed is powerful. The powerful succeeds either because they can rally 

more resources or use their resources with more skill. Though, in any given situation, the 

capacity for A to succeed of course depends in part on the degree to which B is willing to 

resist and run up the cost to A of achieving compliance (Wartenberg 5). Unlike Wartenberg, I 

find “power to” relevant, especially in a power struggle. If what Wartenberg argues is true, 

that the winner of a power struggle is dependent on the opponent’s willingness to resist, then 

one could argue that “power to” and each individuals abilities to resist is highly relevant in the 

outcome of the struggle.  In The Hunger Games, a power struggle can be identified between 

Katniss and the Capitol, where Katniss shows willingness and thrive to resist the Capitol’s 

methods.   

 

Foucault’s theory of power 

Michael Foucault, the French postmodernist, was considered to have a radical re-thinking of 

power. He has been very influential in shaping understandings of power. He is described by 

Gaventa as one of the few writers on power who recognizes that power is not just a negative, 

coercive or repressive thing that forces us to do things against our wishes, but can also be a 

necessary, productive and positive force in society (2). Foucault explains his standpoint by 

himself in his and Alan Sheridan’s book Discipline and Punish: The Birth of a Prison (1991): 
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We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it “excludes”, it 

“represses”, it “censors”, it “abstracts”, it “masks”, it “conceals”.  In fact power produces; it 

produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth.  The individual and the 

knowledge that may be gained of him belong to this production. (194)  

 

Powercube’s website explains that according to Foucault, power is a big source of social 

discipline and conformity. In changing attention away from the “sovereign” and “episodic” 

exercise of power, explained to be traditionally centered in old-fashioned states to force their 

subjects (which can also be referred to as “power over”), Foucault pointed to a new kind of 

“disciplinary power” that could be seen in the administrative systems and social services that 

were created in 18th century Europe, such as prisons, schools and mental hospitals. Their kind 

of surveillance and assessment no longer required force or violence, as people learned to 

behave in expected ways. A key point in his approach to power is that it transcends politics 

and sees power as an everyday, socialized and embodied phenomenon. He has been greatly 

influential in pointing to the ways that norms can be so embedded as to be beyond our 

perception, causing us to discipline ourselves without any forceful pressure from others 

(“Other Forms of Power”). Foucault’s view on disciplinary power brings attention to reach 

compliance without the use of force and violence, through surveillance and social norms. His 

view can be connected with what Lukes stated that power is exercised when influencing, 

shaping or determining the wants and desires of others (23). By creating social norms, 

people’s wants and desires can then be controlled when there is a fear of breaking social 

norms. In The Hunger Games, the citizens of the Capitol lives after strongly established social 

norms. One could argue that the creation of the norms is an exertion of power by the rulers. 

The aspect of surveillance that Foucault brings to attention is also interesting when studying 

disciplinary power in the novel. Cameras are used in Panem and especially in the Games due 

to its broadcasting format.  
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Foucault states in The Subject and Power (1982) that power is not a thing, but a relation 

(789). He argues that power is not simply a property of the state, nor something that is 

exclusively localized in government and state. To him, power is exercised throughout the 

social body. Power is seen as not simply repressive but productive (789). The statement that 

power exists within us and that it can be productive shares similarities with “power to”. 

“Power to” has already been established to be the power and potential that exists within every 

individual, the ability to be productive, thriving and making things happen. In The Hunger 

Games, Katniss has abilities which gives her a certain amount of power and makes her oppose 

the Capitol. The view of power being a relation rather than a thing is also interesting when 

considering the relationship between Katniss and the Capitol throughout the novel.  

 

The Consent Theory of Power 

Gene Sharp writes in his book, The Politics of Nonviolent Action (1973), about a theory of 

power based on a division between rulers and subjects. He also writes that the withdrawing of 

consent is the main reason for effecting political change. The core of Sharp's theory of power 

is fairly simple: people in society can be divided into rulers and subjects. The power of rulers 

comes from the consent by the subjects. Non-violent action is a process of withdrawing 

consent and is therefore a way to challenge problems of dictatorship, genocide, war and 

systems of oppression. As the name suggests, non-violence is about resistance in a non-

violent manner. Non-violence methods can be acts of protest (a symbolic protest performed 

by a group of people to show their support or disapproval of something), noncooperation 

(includes labor strikes, and civil disobedience), and nonviolent intervention (which can be 

used defensively by maintaining an institution or independent initiative, but also offensively 

by drastically forward a nonviolent struggle into the opponents territory) (Sharp 50-65).  

Sharp provides the following key sources of power: authority, human resources, skills and 

knowledge, intangible factors, material resources and sanctions (112). A question that follows 
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is: what is the basis for these sources of power? This is where the second key concept of 

Sharp's enters in. He states that these sources of the ruler’s power are determined by the 

“obedience and cooperation of the subjects” (12). This is named “the consent theory of 

power”. What this theory tells us is that without the consent of the subjects, either their active 

support or their passive compliance, the ruler would have little power and little basis for rule. 

Sharp describes power as unpredictable and risky, requiring development of cooperation and 

manipulation of potentially antagonistic positions. His thoughts about the sources of power 

therefore lead him to identifying obedience as the key. Sharp states, “The most important 

single quality of any government, without which it would not exist, must be the obedience 

and submission of its subjects. Obedience is at the heart of political power” (16). Sharp’s 

emphasis on obedience can lead one to ask what makes people obey. There is no single 

answer to this, but habit, fear of sanctions, moral obligation, self-interest, and psychological 

identification with the ruler, zones of indifference and absence of self-confidence among 

subjects are important factors, according to Sharp (16-24). These factors are interesting to 

explore when analyzing The Hunger Games and why the citizens of the Capitol and the 

districts are obedient to the rulers. In the novel, the Capitol is exerting oppressive methods in 

order to control the districts. Despite this, the people of the districts remain obedient to the 

Capitol and are not resistant. The citizens of the Capitol are obedient as well and do not 

oppose themselves to the treatment of the districts.  

Non-violent action makes subjects to not obey. The power of the ruler is ruined if 

consent is withdrawn in an active way. The “active” part here is essential. Sharp is interested 

in activity, challenge and struggle (65), in particular with nonviolent methods of action. 

Sharp's picture is that people, by deciding to withdraw consent, can overthrow even the most 

repressive dictatorship (12). Some of the actions Katniss do in the novel can be identified as 

non-violent action towards the Captiol. This, combined with the aspect of consent being 
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crucial for the basis to rule, is interesting when analyzing the power struggle between Katniss 

and the Capitol to understand the perspective of each side.   

  

Operations of Power: Definitions of Key Terms 

Oppression 

Oxford Dictionaries defines oppression as “prolonged cruel or unjust treatment or exercise of 

authority” ("Definition of Oppression in English"). Frederic Reamer interprets David Gill’s 

view on oppression in The Foundations of Social Work Knowledge (1994): 

Oppression refers to relations of domination and exploitation - economic, social and psychological 

- between individuals; between social groups and classes within and beyond societies; and, 

globally, between entire societies. Injustice refers to discriminatory, dehumanizing, and 

development-inhibiting conditions of living (e.g., unemployment, poverty, homelessness, and lack 

of health care), imposed by oppressors upon dominated and exploited individuals, social groups, 

classes and peoples. These conditions will often cause people to turn to social services for help. 

Oppression seems motivated by an intent to exploit (i.e., benefit disproportionately from the 

resources, capacities, and productivity of others) and it results typically in disadvantageous, unjust 

conditions of living for its victims. It serves as a means to enforce exploitation toward the goal of 

securing advantageous conditions of living for its perpetrators. Justice reflects the absence of 

exploitation-enforcing oppression. (233)  

Oppression, together with humiliation and dehumanization are operations of power that will 

use individuals or groups for personal gain and influence. Examples of these operations can 

be found in The Hunger Games, in the relationship between the Capitol and the districts. This 

will be elaborated upon in the upcoming literary analysis.   

 



Wildstam 16 

 

 
 

Dehumanization  

According to The Concise Oxford Dictionary (1982), to dehumanize is to “divest of human 

characteristics; make impersonal or machine-like” (251).  Peter Barry writes about the 

exploitation of one social class by another in his book Beginning Theory: an introduction to 

literary and cultural theory (2009) and about the power struggle between different social 

classes. The exploitation of one social class by another is seen in modern industrial 

capitalism, especially in its nineteenth century form. The result of this exploitation is 

alienation, which is the state which comes about when the worker is “de-skilled” (replaced by 

technology due to cost savings), and made to perform fragmented, repetitive tasks in a 

sequence of whose nature and purpose he or she has no complete grasp over (151). The 

alienated workers have then undergone the process of reification, which is a term used in 

Marxism: 

It concerns the way, when capitalist goals and questions of profit and loss are paramount, workers 

are bereft of their full humanity and are thought of as ‘hands’ or ‘the labour force’, so that, for 

instance, the effects of industrial closures are calculated in purely economic terms. (Barry 161)  

People, in a word, become things or pawns rather than humans. This fits the definition of 

dehumanization and can be added in the analysis of the novel when exploring the Capitol’s 

relationship to the districts and the tributes in the Games. There are aspects in this relationship 

which can be identified as dehumanization. The act of dehumanization can also be connected 

fits the description of humiliation.  

Humiliation  

The Concise Oxford Dictionary states that humiliate is when someone “make humble, injure 

the dignity or self-respect of” (486). Sometimes, in a dominant-subordinate relationship, the 

dominant part will use its power to humiliate the subordinates. One of the most challenging 

aspects of studying humiliation is described to be telling the truth about operations of power. 
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This refers to telling the truth about relationships, specifically dominant-subordinate 

relationships in which some people hold the power to humiliate, degrade, or dehumanize 

others. Linda M Hartling quotes the psychologist Maureen Walker in her essay “Humiliation 

and Assistance: Telling the Truth about Power, Telling a New Story”. Walker proposes that in 

order to build a resistance against such operations of power, we can ask ourselves two simple, 

but revealing questions: “Who is telling the story?” and “Whose interest does the telling 

serve?” She states: 

The story of human development in western culture has been selectively told in a manner that 

privileges and benefits people who have the power to tell the story. When we don’t pay attention, 

when we don’t notice who is telling the story and who is actually benefiting from the story, we 

might internalize the story as if it is a real truth. (qtd. in Hartling 3) 

Once we identify who is telling the story, how then do we find out the story behind the 

storytellers? In  the Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT) - which is a theory of emphasizing the 

importance of relationships- this often involves investigating commonly accepted beliefs, 

values or practices that mask and perpetuate existing dominant-subordinate arrangements in 

relationships. For example, a primary principle of RCT is that humiliation-free relationships 

are an essential human necessity. As a result, practitioners of this theory are especially 

interested in exposing the forces that undermine the formation of these essential connections. 

In particular, RCT practitioners critically assess the social-cultural-political messages that 

breed separation, oppression, and social stratification, rather than authentic, empathic 

engagement. Jim Sidanius and Felicia Pratto writes about these messages in Social 

Dominance: An Intergroup Theory of Social Hierarchy and Oppression (1999) and based on 

them, either if we are practicing RCT or studying humiliation, we can begin to tell the truth 

about power by investigating the story behind the storytellers (104). 
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Resistance 

The website Oxford Dictionaries defines resistance as “the refusal to accept or comply with 

something” ("Definition of Resistance in English"). The Oxford Guide to the English 

Language (1982)  provides an additional definition, stating that resistance is to “oppose; use 

force to prevent something from happening or being successful; be undamaged or unaffected 

by; prevent from penetrating; refrain from accepting or yielding” (477). 

Foucault believed in possibilities for action and resistance when he studied power. He 

suggested that there is a number of ways in which the exercise of power can be resisted. 

Michel-foucault.com is a website produced by Queensland University of Technology, which 

states that Foucault saw resistance to co-exist with power, and that as soon as there is a power 

relation, there is a possibility of resistance (“Key Concepts”). According to Foucault, there is 

always the possibility of resistance no matter how oppressive the system is (“Key Concepts”). 

Based on this, it would be possible to spot signs of resistance in The Hunger Games, despite 

how oppressive the Capitol may appear to be. 

 

Previous Research 

George A Dunn and Nicolas Michaud have studied the relationship between President Snow 

(the ruler of Panem) and the citizens of the Capitol in The Hunger Games and Philosophy: a 

Critique of Pure Treason (2012). Through their research, they have drawn conclusions of why 

the citizens are obedient to the government.  Dunn and Michaud explore the question of why 

the Capitol citizens generally remain so indifferent to the systematic injustices on which their 

comfort rests. They examine the social lives of the citizens of the Capitol and how it affects 

their decision to not help the people of the districts. The role of social norms is essential in 

Dunn and Michauds study of why the citizens are obedient to the Capitol is also studied. 
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Another study worth mentioning is Daniel Johansson’s essay “Media Violence and 

Power in Suzanne Collins’s Hunger Games Trilogy: On The Hunger Games and the Media in 

American Society” (2013). He has used the novel to study the power of influence through 

media. More specifically, the focus is on why it is essential that the Hunger Games are 

mandatory to watch, and why the creators of the Games wants to make them entertaining and 

frightening for the viewers. The Capitol’s relationship with the winners of the Games are also 

studied, and why the Capitol insists on using them as, what can be described as, 

representatives for the Capitol.   

Analysis 

In this section, I will analyze The Hunger Games from a power-centered perspective and 

discuss what means of power the government exerts over its people. I will also look into how 

Katniss positions herself in her relationship with the government. 

 At the very beginning of the novel, the reader is introduced to the resourceful teenage 

girl Katniss. She lives with her sister and mother in Panem, a country once known as the 

United States. After a series of droughts, storms, fires, and wars over the remaining 

sustenance, Panem is in a post-apocalyptic state; a nation where the totalitarian government of 

the Capitol is in charge. The Capitol is a luxurious city that holds most of the country’s wealth 

while dividing the rest of the people into districts across the nation. These districts are a 

solutions and consequence of earlier disasters and wars. It can be interpreted as a traditional 

strategy of “divide and conquer” where the Capitol can assert their power over a divided and 

thereby weakened “enemy”. The poor living standards and conditions lead to discontent by 

the districts and an uprising against the Capitol. However, the uprising proved to be disastrous 

for the districts as they were no match for the Capitol’s superior resources and military power. 

This is referred to as “the Dark days” by Katniss, “Then came the Dark days, the uprising 

against the capitol. Twelwe were defeated, the thirteenth obliterated” (Collins 21). The 
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Capitol’s respond to the uprising can be identified as “power over”, considering their method 

of forcing and punishing the people with violence (“Expression of Power”). However, the 

people confronting the Capitol shows indication that they possess power of a different kind, 

“power to”. The uprising consists of people with a will and determination to oppose the 

Capitol and make a change. The inferior resources and military power of the districts led their 

defeat but the confrontation shows what both sides are capable of and is worth noting when 

analyzing Katniss’s story.    

 Katniss’s story takes place years after these events. She is resident in district twelve, 

forced to hunt in order to provide for her sister and mother. The fact that food is so scarce and 

the overall poor living standards bring attention to the Capitol’s harsh governing and that the 

districts suffering have not lessened after the uprising. On the contrary, it was followed by 

new laws and the Hunger Games, “The Treaty of Treason gave us the new laws to guarantee 

peace and, as our yearly reminder that the Dark Days must never be repeated, it gave us the 

Hunger Games” (Collins 21). Katniss’s comment indicates that she sees the Hunger Games as 

a mean to prevent a new uprising. It is clear that it lies within the Capitol’s interest to avoid a 

new confrontation and that the new laws are applied to influence this. The Hunger Games, 

however, are formed as media entertainment for the citizens of the Capitol and does not give 

an immediate impression of being a mean of preventing another uprising. When examining 

the previous exertion of power by the Capitol and what it has proved capable of, one could 

argue that it is relevant investigate the purpose of the Games.   

 

Who is Telling the Story: The Power of Defining/Narrating History 

The annual Hunger Games starts with a ceremony called “the reaping”, where the district 

participants are randomly selected. The reaping requires mandatory attendance by everyone 
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living in the district. Katinss finds herself in the crowd of district twelve residents, listening to 

the mayor’s opening speech: 

Just as the clock strikes two, the mayor steps up to the podium and begins and begins to read. It’s 

the same story every year. He tells of the history of Panem, the country that rose up out of the 

ashes of a place that was once called North America. He lists the disasters, the droughts, the 

storms, the fires, the encroaching seas that swallowed up so much of the land, the brutal war for 

what little sustenance remained. The result was Panem, a shining Capitol ringed by thirteen 

districts, which brought peace and prosperity to its citizens. (Collins 20) 

Here we can witness the Capitol using power in a controlling manner. The speech is 

formulated by the Capitol itself, educating and reminding the people of their version of 

reality, the version that benefits the Capitol’s interests. This action can be connected to 

Berger’s description of “power over”. He referred to it as a dominance model where the 

decision-making is characterized by control, instrumentalism, and self-interest (6). In the 

speech, the Capitol is referred to as the savior of the districts, their knight in shiny armor. This 

can be seen as an attempt by the Capitol to influence and control the districts’ opinion of 

them, in a way that would benefit the Capitol’s interests. It is the Capitol who stood as victors 

in the uprising; hence they have the power to define history. They have the power to tell their 

own version of the nation’s history and decide the consequences of this. Johansson argues that 

the Capitol use the Hunger Games to spread their propaganda (17). This is evident in the 

mayor’s speech, considering that it uses history in a misleading way. This act fits within 

Lukes definition of “power over”, that it can be used to secure people’s compliance by 

controlling their thoughts (23). Based on Lukes’s definition, the Capitol’s use of propaganda 

is of purpose to secure the people’s compliance. 

I argue that the Hunger Games are a punishment and warning against any future 

rebellion, considering it lies within the Capitol’s interest to prevent another rebellion. The 

people have to listen and accept their version of the story because they have no voice or 
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power to make themselves heard. However, it is still possible for the people to resist the 

Captiol’s version of the story. What Walker mentioned about the relations between dominant 

and subordinate parts can be put in relation to this. The Capitol has the power to degrade, 

control and humiliate the districts. In order to build a resistance against this, Walker argued 

that one should ask the questions “who is telling the story” and “who is benefiting from the 

story”. According to Walker, if these questions are not asked, one might internalize the story 

presented by the authority as if it is the truth (qtd. in Hartling 3). I find it clear that Katniss has 

asked herself these questions and seem able to see through the story and detect the Capitol’s 

motives. One example of this is when Katniss comment on the motives behind the Hunger 

Games, “Whatever words they use, the real message is clear. ‘Look how we take your 

children and sacrifice them and there’s nothing you can do’” (Collins 21). Her ability to 

critically analyze the Capitol’s motives shows traits of independence, intelligence and 

strength.  

 

The Purpose of the Hunger Games 

The rules of the Hunger Games are simple. Each of the twelve districts must provide one girl 

and one boy, called tributes, to participate. They will be imprisoned in a vast outdoor arena 

that could hold anything from burning desert to a frozen wasteland. The competitors must 

fight to the death and the last tribute standing wins. The Hunger Games are a good example of 

a government using their power in a dominant, oppressing and humiliating manner, which can 

be identified as “power over”. The description of “power over”, that it is power used through 

force and threats, fits well into Katniss’s perception of the Hunger Games as she observes the 

reaping: 

Taking the kids from our districts, forcing them to kill one another while we watch – this is the 

Capitol’s way of reminding us how totally we are at their mercy. How little chance we would 
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stand surviving another rebellion. Whatever words they use, the real message is clear ‘Look how 

we take your children and sacrifice them and there’s nothing you can do. If you lift a finger, we 

will destroy every last one of you. Just as we did in District Thirteen. (Collins 21) 

 It is clear that Katniss sees the spectacle of the Hunger Games as a threat by the Capitol. A 

threat of what they can do with their power. By mentioning what happened to District 

Thirteen, Katniss indicate that there is an awareness of punishment if they were to resist. By 

taking the district’s children, the Capitol flexes their muscles in front of the people, 

demonstrating strength. By forcing the people to do something they would otherwise never do 

of free will, the Capitol performs an action which shares the characteristics with “power 

over”. In the case of the Hunger Games, the Capitol uses “power over” and forces the children 

to participate in a game of survival that they would hardly participate in otherwise. 

The conclusion that the Capitol uses the Hunger Games to appear powerful and 

threatening can be connected to Johansson’s interpretation of the Games. He argues that its 

main purpose is to send the message of the magnificence of the Capitol’s power. He notes that 

it is the Capitol’s mission to make sure that the Games become entertaining and frightening, 

but even more importantly that they make the Capitol appear strong and righteous (17). It's all 

symbolic of how the Capitol prevents the people in the districts from joining forces and 

rebelling, the Games keep the people of the districts divided and fighting among themselves. 

Worst of all, the Games are constructed as broadcasted entertainment for the Capitol. The 

broadcasting reinforces the idea that the tributes are giving their lives for little more than the 

entertainment of the Capitol. 

Additionally, it can be seen as a threat of the Capitol’s power, influencing the people to 

obey and do as they are told.  At the reaping, another attempt of influence is presented in the 

mayor’s speech where he refers to the Hunger Games, “It is both a time for repentance and a 

time for thanks” (Collins 22).  This specific part of the speech tells us that the districts are 
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blamed for what can only be assumed to be the rebellion. This, combined with their 

expectancy of gratefulness can be interpreted as an attempt to manipulate the people into 

thinking that they are treated fair. This would be considered as “power over” since it is a 

mean of controlling the people, and to benefit the Capitol’s self-interest of obedience among 

the people. According to Sharp, consent and obedience is the key to power. Without it, the 

ruler would have little power or basis to rule (12). Based on this, I argue that it is a priority of 

the Capitol to maintain consent among the people. 

The Capitol holds the people in a firm grip, much thanks to the Hunger Games. I have 

already mentioned  how the people are forced to participate in it, and how the Capitol’s 

display of power can be interpreted as a threat at the day of the reaping, Katniss tries to 

prepare herself for the upcoming event and gives the reader an insight of how the reaping 

affects the people in the district emotionally: 

After the reaping, everyone is supposed to celebrate. And a lot of people do, out of relief that their 

children have been spared for another year. But at least two families will pull their shutters, lock 

their doors, and try to figure out how they will survive the painful weeks to come. (Collins 12)  

This quote is expressing how the Capitol’s oppressive methods affect the people. The reaping, 

due to its purpose of selecting tributes, causes emotional distress among the people. Even 

though many people celebrate a lucky outcome, I believe that an event of this kind will have 

them worrying again before long. The reaping is a threat of abducting the children of the 

districts, but can also be read as a distraction considering the people have to occupy their 

minds, preparing for a worst case scenario. Not much energy is then left to resist the Capitol, 

thus the people remain obedient.  

The power of influence through media is something that Daniel Johansson focused on in 

his work with the novel. Johansson argues that it is the Gamemakers’ mission to make sure 

that the Games become entertaining and frightening, and even more importantly: that they 
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make the Capitol appear strong and righteous (17). The Capitol makes a solid effort to 

ascertain that the Hunger Games are as captivating as possible to use it to spread their 

propaganda (17).  Johansson also make a connection between the nation of Panem and 

America in the media’s role of establishing social norms: 

In America, the media pacify the population, establish norms and values, encourage viewers to buy 

products, and these are just a few ways in which the media affect society. In Panem, it mainly 

keeps the country in control by entertaining the rich, exalting the Capitol, and deterring the poor 

from inciting a rebellion. (16)    

The worst case scenario for a Gamemaker is argued to be if the Games made the Capitol 

appear inferior or if the Games became boring and uneventful. If the Capitol seems to be 

weak, the districts might rebel against it, and if the wealthy citizens of the Capitol become 

bored, then they may rethink the situation of the nation (18). Johansson’s description hints 

that the purpose of the Games is partly to distract and control the people in the Capitol. 

However this is not the only way the Games are used as a mean of control. Johansson also 

writes about how the Capitol uses the winner of the Games to influence the people: 

In Panem, the Capitol understands that the victors become powerful due to their celebrity status, 

and therefore, they are very strict in making sure that the victors are under their control. The 

victors of the Hunger Games are meant to be examples to the people of Panem. (20) 

The Capitol is argued to point out that the winners have played by the rules, and promote it as 

the way to become successful (20). Johansson goes on explaining that if the Games are to 

have desired effect, it is required to be watched by the people (24). As it happens to be, the 

Hunger Games are mandatory to watch (Collins 21). 

According to Johansson, the purpose of the Games is to spread propaganda to control 

and discourage rebellion. The purpose Johansson is emphasizing hints to also be a case of 

“power over”. By appearing as strong and superior, the Capitol can make the districts feel 
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threatened; ergo it can prevent a rebellion. The act of putting fear into the people like this can 

be characterized as oppression.   

    

Resistance 

The novel represents many signs of resistance from the districts. At the reaping, Katniss’s 

sister, Prim, is selected as tribute. Being only twelve years old, Prim’s chances of surviving 

the Hunger Games are small. Panicking, Katniss volunteer as tribute and takes Prim’s place in 

the Games. As she is walking up to the stage, she notices how the crowd makes a gesture:  

The something unexpected happens. At least, I don’t expect it because I don’t think of District 12 

as a place that cares about me. But a shift has occurred since I stepped up to take Prim’s place, and 

now it seems I have become someone precious. At first one, then another, then almost every 

member of the crowd touches the three middle fingers of their left hand to their lips and holds it 

out to me. It is an old and rarely used gesture of our district, occasionally seen at funerals. It means 

thanks, it means admiration, it means good-bye to someone you love. (Collins 27-28) 

Even though they may not have the financial and military power that the Capitol possesses, 

they do have other ways of fighting back. This gesture is a sign unity, something that District 

Twelve has developed together and is used internally. The mentioning of it being used at 

funerals indicates that it is used when the people need to join together in times of crisis. When 

the crowd shows Katniss the gesture, it could be a sign of gratitude, support, and maybe even 

admiration towards her sacrifice. The impression of the gesture is that District Twelve unite 

behind Katniss. 

Further into the story, in the heat of the Hunger Games, Katniss finds herself with a 

tribute dying in her arms. Her name is Rue, a little girl who Katniss quickly takes 

responsibility to protect. In a confrontation with another group of tributes, Rue is killed. 

Katniss then tries to decide what she is going to do with the body: 
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I want to do something, right here, right now, to shame them, to make them accountable, to show 

the Capitol that whatever they do or force us to do that there is a part of every tribute they can’t 

own. That Rue was more than a piece in their Games. And so am I. A few steps into the woods 

grows a bank of wildflowers. Perhaps they are really weeds of some sort, but they have blossoms 

in beautiful shades of violet and yellow and white. I gather up an armful and come back to Rue’s 

side. Slowly, one stem at a time, I decorate her body in the flowers. Covering the ugly wound. 

Wreathing her face. Weaving her hair with bright colors. (Collins 276) 

 This gesture calls attention to the fact that there are actual people in the Hunger Games and in 

the districts, real live humans and not just game pieces. Covering Rue’s body with flowers is a 

sign of respect and by doing this, Katniss takes a stand against the acts of humiliation and 

dehumanization by the Capitol. Like the previous passage, this can be interpreted as a gesture 

of defiance. These gestures can be linked with what Sharp says about nonviolence resistance. 

He writes that nonviolence includes methods like acts of protest. (51). District 12’s salute can 

definitely be seen as a silent protest which indicates that there is resistance among the people, 

but they do not show it for fear of repercussions. An interesting aspect of these examples is 

that they are not only nonviolent, but also non-verbal protests (i.e. a kind of silent rebellion, 

which is more difficult for the Capitol to detect and punish). Noncooperation is another part 

of nonviolence which can be seen in Katniss’s act of covering Rue’s body with flowers. 

Instead of moving on with the Games, she takes time to mourn and give her a respectful good-

bye. This can be seen as noncooperation, as well as a protest. What Katniss does is hardly 

something that the Capitol wants to broadcast. It brings attention to that the tributes are real 

humans with real emotions, which in turn could result in sympathies from the Citizens of the 

Capitol.  Dehumanization is when people are deprived from positive human qualities, 

something which can be identified in the concept of hosting a game where children are forced 

to kill each other to entertain the citizens of the Capitol.   If a tribute would stop and show 

human qualities that could lead to empathy from viewers in the Capitol, the purpose of the 

Games would go lost. Therefore, honoring Rue in this manner could be interpreted as an act 
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of nonviolent resistance. It shows anyone watching that Rue was an actual person worthy of 

dignity and respect, which is contrary to the message the Capitol wants to send out. 

Unlike Katniss and the people living in District 12, the citizens of the Capitol show no 

signs of being disobedient to the Capitol. Dunn and Michaud argue that the social norms are 

the reason of this (251). The more time and energy the Capitol citizens focus on  their social 

lives, the more self-focused they become and the less likely they are to notice or care about 

political injustices that do not directly affect them (Dunn and Michaud 251). The lack of 

seriousness of the citizens is used by the Capitol to strengthen its power. Dunn and Michaud 

refer to Foucault: 

The distinction between natural and normal is key to understanding how the citizens’ self-centered 

lifestyles play into the Capitol’s exercise of power. According to the French social theorist and 

philosopher Michel Foucault (1926-1984), society functions in large part through the creation and 

negotiation of widespread standards of appearance and behavior that unify the members of that 

society. (253) 

The citizens of the Capitol and the districts are described to live and act within a frame of 

social norms. Due to the fact that they do not have the same norms, Dunn and Michaud argue 

that a “we and they”-mentality is created in the relationship between the Capitol citizens and 

the districts, they write: 

Social norms allow us to participate in, and identify ourselves as belonging to, a particular culture 

– something we can see most clearly if we think about the common reactions to someone’s 

violating a social norm. (254) 

 Based on what Dunn and Michaud are writing, the social norms have made it difficult for the 

Capitol citizens to feel a connection to the districts. This does sound like a probable cause of 

why the Citizens of the Capitol do nothing to stop the oppression that the Games cause the 

districts. Dunn and Michaud give an example of a food chain restaurant. If it would offer dog 
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meat as substitute for beef in the hamburgers, the reactions around the table would then 

probably range from shock, disgust to rage. Those reactions are then explained to be not just 

typical of how we respond to the violation of social norms within our society; they are also 

presented as a part of how societies are regulated (Dunn and Michaud 254).  

The citizens of the Capitol are explained to abdicate their power in exchange for 

abundant resources and entertainment. Dunn and Michaud argue that it is the process of the 

citizens becoming “docile bodies” (a process of subtle but powerful social discipline where 

one gets subjected, used, transformed and improved) which is important to their willingness 

to accept the political status quo (257). They argue that life in the Capitol is highly 

undisciplined, but the freedom that the citizens appear to enjoy merely masks the ways in 

which the Capitol builds, exerts, and maintains control over them. Once more, Dunn and 

Michaud refer to Foucault, who points out that people’s constant conformity to social norms 

has made them unthinkably obedient to the rules of the society (Qtd in Dunn and Michaud 

258). 

The conclusion of Dunn and Michaud’s study is rulers of Panem use their power and 

influence to create social norms. The social norms are explained to be used as a mean of 

controlling the citizens and making them obedient. It is the fear of breaking social norms that 

will keep citizens within a certain frame of behavior. The nature of the social norms that are 

prevalent in a particular society are argued to also reveal a great deal about the power 

structures in that society. Dunn and Michaud illustrate the social norms in District 12, 

compared to those in the Capitol: 

In district 12, for instance, social norms include keeping one’s head down and avoiding attention 

(as opposed to dressing flamboyantly and living ostentatiously), keeping any dissatisfaction with 

the government quiet (opposed to publishing newspapers full of grievances), and avoiding large 

social gatherings. (254) 
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These norms are stated to reflect, among other things, life under the repressive system of a 

government that is likely to crack down on anyone who draws attention or resist openly (254). 

The conclusions of Dunn and Michaud are interesting because they argue the Capitol is using 

methods of control which can be identifiable with “power over”. Lukes defined power over 

others to occur when power is exercised to influencing, shaping or determining the very wants 

of someone (23). According to Lukes, this exercise of power secures the compliance of the 

people by controlling their thoughts and desires (23). Based on Dunn, Michaud and Lukes, I 

find it evident that the Capitol uses oppressing methods to control and maintain the obedience 

of the people in the districts, as well as the Capitol. Next, I will give more examples of how 

the people are oppressed. 

 

Silence and Oppression 

Before the Games start, Katniss arrives at the Capitol where she will prepare herself. The 

Capitol provides new and different experiences for Katniss. One of these experiences is when 

she learns that traitors of the Capitol have their tongues cut out and become servants called 

“Avoxes” (Collins 89). The removal of the tongue and enslavement can be understood as a 

method of threat to anyone who wishes to do the same. Hence, this is an expression of “power 

over” as it is an attempt to threaten and influence the citizens of the Capitol.  Bachrach and 

Baratz’s argument that power over others can be exercised in subtle ways can be interpreted 

in this situation. Obviously, cutting out the tongue of a traitor is not subtle by any means for 

the victim; it is in fact a very brutal way of both literary and figuratively silencing 

oppositions. However, the effect it has on others is more subtle. By establishing a punishment 

severe as this, others may feel threatened and do not dare to act against the interests of the 

Capitol. These subtle “power over” intentions can prevent people or groups from advancing 

their own interests (Bachrach and Baratz 7). Witnessing the repercussions of doing something 
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that the Capitol would consider betrayal, the people may then fear the punishment enough to 

be willing to live according to the Capitol’s norms.  

 

Dehumanization and surveillance 

The quote below is from the beginning of the story. Katniss is in District 12 and thinks back 

on when she was younger and how she used to speak ill of the Capitol: 

When I was younger, I scared my mother to death, the things I would blurt out about District 12, 

about the people who rule our country, Panem, from the far off city called the Capitol. Eventually I 

understood this would only lead us to more trouble. So I learned to hold my tongue and turn my 

features into an indifferent mask so that no one could ever read my thoughts. (Collins 7) 

This passage describes how people are not allowed to say negative things about life in their 

district or about the Capitol. There is no concept of free speech in Panem. It is clear that 

speaking negatively about the country in any fashion is likely to result in punishment. Katniss 

decision to turn her features into an “indifferent mask” indicates that the people are under 

surveillance by the Capitol. This can be put in perspective of Foucault’s view of power being 

a big source of social discipline. Foucault pointed to a kind of “disciplinary power” that could 

be seen in the administrative systems and social services, such as prisons, schools and mental 

hospitals. Their kind of surveillance and assessment no longer required force or violence, as 

people learned to behave in expected ways (“Other Forms of Power”). Based on this, the 

Capitol uses surveillance to discipline the people and to keep them within certain social 

norms. The Capitol’s construction of social norms and the fear of breaking these give the 

Capitol power over the citizens to influence their behavior in ways that benefits the Capitol. 

In district 12, for instance, social norms include keeping one’s head down and avoiding 

attention, keeping any dissatisfaction with the government quiet, and avoiding large social 

gatherings. These norms are described by Dunn and Michaud to reflect, among other things, 
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life under the repressive system of a government that is likely to crack down on anyone who 

draws attention or resist openly (254). Dunn and Michaud’s conclusion is that the Capitol’s 

construction of social norms and the fear of breaking these give the Capitol power over the 

citizens. I agree with that standpoint and that the Capitol uses surveillance to influence and 

control the people in ways that benefits the Capitol.  

The Gamemakers can be seen as producers of the Games. They are removed from the 

action, but are still on hand to move the game pieces around the board similar to a chess 

game. The goal of the Gamemakers is to create as good entertainment as possible and their 

success will come from the expense of the tributes. In the quote below, Katniss is in the 

middle of the Hunger Games and finds herself in a dangerous situation: 

The flames that bear down on me have an unnatural height, a uniformity that marks them as 

human-made, machine-made, Gamemaker-made. Things have been too quiet today. No deaths, 

perhaps no fights at all. The audience in the Capitol will be getting bored, claiming that these are 

verging on dullness. (Collins 202) 

This is an example of how the Gamemakers intervene and create turmoil to make the gams 

more entertaining. Their tendency to intervene and change the rules to enhance the 

entertainment shows just how little they respect the tributes, and how they are exploited. They 

consider fights and deaths as good entertainment. The following quote takes place right after 

the inferno and gives further insight of how the Games are managed: 

The attack is now over. The Gamemakers don’t want me dead. Not yet anyway. Everyone knows 

they could destroy us all within seconds of the opening gong. The real sport of the Hunger Games 

is watching the tributes kill one another. Every so often, they do kill a tribute just to remind the 

players they can. But mostly, they manipulate us into confronting one another face-to-face. Which 

means, if I am no longer being fired at, there is at least one other tribute close at hand.” (Collins 

207)  
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Katniss reminds us here that the Gamemakers are in control and moving the tributes around 

like chess pieces. Like puppet masters, the Gamemakers steers the tributes and the events to 

where and how they want it. Judging by how the tributes are treated like chess pieces rather 

than humans, the tributes are dehumanized by the Gamemakers.  

 

Katniss as the chosen enemy 

As previously mentioned, the tributes are monitored by the Gamemakers during the training. 

The official purpose of this is to evaluate and grade each tribute’s potential. The tributes are 

dependent on their rating in order to attract sponsors. Katniss becomes enraged when the 

Gamemakers do not seem to focus on her, “suddenly I am furious, that with my life on the 

line, they don’t even have the decency to pay attention to me” (Collins 117). Katniss then 

shoots an arrow into the Gamemakers roast pig, and then receives the highest rating of all 

tributes (Collins 125-126). Haymitch, Katniss’s mentor, hints that she will provide good 

entertainment for the Gamemakers. I would argue, however, that her high rating may be a 

strategic move by the government to use her especially for own gain. Katniss high rating is a 

sign of her being singled out (because of her qualities and abilities) as especially dangerous, a 

real threat.  Katniss’s abilities make her powerful, thus more appealing for the government to 

break in front of the viewers to appear strong. Katniss’s abilities indicate that she is a case of 

“power to”. She certainly has the “power to” refuse consent, to challenge the Gamemakers 

and break their rules. Powercube referred “Power to” to the ability to be thriving and make 

things happen. This ability is, in turn, determined by personal abilities and qualities 

(“Expression of Power”). In Katniss’s case, these abilities can be independence, wit, strength, 

stamina, perseverance and her skills with the bow and arrow. This kind of power can enables 

Katniss to accomplish things and challenge the Capitol and their oppression. The Capitol 

acknowledges this, and is motivated to destroy Katniss due to her power and willingness to 
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challenge them. If successful, that act would be considered “power over”, since it is a threat 

directed towards the districts by showing that they will destroy any signs of disobedience. 

It is relevant to look back at what Wartenberg wrote about “power over”. The 

relationship that occurs when one part tries to make the other part to do something they would 

otherwise not do is explained as a contest of wills in which the winner is considered powerful 

(5). The powerful succeed either because they can rally more resources or use their resources 

with more skill. In any given situation, the capacity for A to succeed of course depends in part 

on the degree to which B is willing to resist and run up the cost to A of achieving compliance 

(Wartenberg 5). This contest of wills starts before the actual games. When Katniss shoots an 

arrow into the roast pig, she plays her hand and shows that she is not afraid of the 

Gamemakers or the Capitol and that she could potentially resist. The Gamemakers answers by 

giving her the highest rating and attention, arguably to enhance the impact when defeating 

her.  

 

Power through dehumanization and humiliation 

As the Games draws near its end, only a few tributes remain. Katniss is cooperating with 

Peeta (the other tribute from District 12) in hopes of both ending up as winners. At this point 

in the Games, the Gamemakers have changed the rules, allowing two winners instead of one 

(Collins 285). The Gamemakers release a pack of genetically mutated wolves to chase the 

remaining candidates: 

My head snaps from side to side as I examine the pack, taking in the various sizes and colors. The 

small one with the red coat and amber eyes…Foxface! And there, the ashen hair and hazel eyes of 

the boy from District 9 who died as we struggled for the backpack! And worst of all, the smallest 

mutt, with dark glossy fur, huge brown eyes and a collar that reads 11 in woven straw. Teeth bared 

in hatred. Rue… (Collins 390-391)  
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Katniss realizes that the wolves are mutations of the dead tributes. As yet another illustration 

of the Capitol’s power, the Gamemakers have dehumanized the fallen boys and girls and 

turned them into hunting animals. By doing this, the fallen tributes are robbed from any 

human qualities and could represent how the Capitol sees the people as animals rather than 

humans. Walker argued that in dominant-subordinate relationships, only some people hold the 

power to humiliate, degrade, or dehumanize others. The mutated wolves are undoubtedly a 

kind of dehumanization and humiliation made possible only by the power and technology that 

the Capitol possesses. The whole spectacle of the Hunger Games is humiliating towards the 

tributes as well as the districts. The Capitol has the power and resources to take their children 

and make them watch as they die for their mere entertainment. It injures the district’s dignity 

and self-respect. However, I argue that people with certain abilities holds the power to 

degrade. As we reach the climax of the novel, Katniss and Peeta stand as the two winners of 

the Hunger Games. However, the Gamemakers make a last-minute rule change. They switch 

back to the original rules, only allowing one winner again. Refusing to let the Gamemakers 

decide the outcome, Katniss suddenly realizes how she can gain control of the situation. She 

proposes that she and Peeta should eat some of the lethal berries they have collected: 

Yes, they have to have a victor. Without a victor, the whole thing would blow up in the 

Gamemakers’ faces. They’d have failed the Capitol. Might possibly even be executed, slowly and 

painfully while the cameras broadcast it to every screen in the country. If Peeta and I were both to 

die, or they thought we were… 

My fingers fumble with the pouch on my belt, freeing it. Peeta sees it and his hand clamps on 

my wrist. “No, I won’t let you.” 

“Trust me,” I whisper. He holds my gaze for a long moment then lets me go. (Collins 402) 

Katniss is smart enough to figure out how to defeat the purpose of the Hunger Games. She 

and Peeta decide to commit suicide, or at least to stage it. The Games have this far been a 

contest of wills where the Gamemakers have been the strongest. The last minute withdrawal 
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of the rule change allows only one winner. It is yet another display of “power over” by the 

Gamemakers, forcing Katniss and Peeta to kill each other. However, by committing suicide, 

the Gamemakers would lose control of the outcome and stand without a winner, which would 

make the Capitol seem weak in front of the viewers. This forces the Gamemakers to yell, 

“Stop! Stop! Ladies and gentlemen, I am pleased to present the victors of the Seventy-fourth 

Hunger Games, Katniss Everdeen and Peeta Mellark” (Collins 403).  They once again change 

the rules at the last second, allowing two winners once more. Katniss’s wit and bravery gave 

her power to put the Gamemakers in an uncomfortable situation where the Capitol suddenly 

faced humiliation.  

There is a poetic justice in how Katniss uses the Capitol’s own mode of oppression (the 

broadcasted games with propaganda) as a way to manipulate and challenge the authority of 

the Capitol. Katniss abilities gave her power to resist the Capitol like this and take control 

over the situation. This can be interpreted as “power to” and that it saved Peeta’s and her own 

life. It gave her the upper hand in this contest of wills. Katniss and Peeta win the Hunger 

Games but right afterwards, Haymitch talks with Katniss about the Capitol’s reaction to the 

ending: 

“Listen up. You’re in trouble. Word is the Capitol’s furious about you showing them up in the 

arena. The one thing they can’t stand is being laughed at and they’re the joke of Panem,” says 

Haymitch. 

I feel dread coursing through me now, but I laugh as though Haymitch is saying something 

completely delightful because nothing is covering my mouth. “So what?” 

“Your only defense can be you were so madly in love you weren’t responsible for your actions.” 

(Collins 416-417) 

In this passage, Haymitch implies that Katniss and Peeta need to show submissiveness and 

obedience to the Capitol. In order for the Capitol to be able to rule, they need the people to 
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remain obedient. Sharp provides the explanation that authority, human resources, skills and 

knowledge, material resources and sanctions among the key factors of power (112). The 

districts are the labor force of Panem. They do work that the Capitol does not want to do. 

Sharp’s “consent theory of power” stated that the sources of the ruler’s power are determined 

by the “obedience and cooperation of the subjects” (Sharp 12).  What this theory tells us is 

that without the consent of the districts, either their active support or their passive compliance, 

the Capitol would have little power and little basis for rule (Sharp 12). Katniss resistance 

makes the Capitol angry, arguably because they are so reliant on obedience and consent in 

order to rule and maintain their high living standards.  

Based on the “consent theory of power”, consent among the people is crucial for the 

Capitol. The concept of the Hunger Games is oppressive towards the districts. The people live 

under constant threat of either having their children taken, or to be punished for not obeying. 

Since the Hunger Games are an annual event, the Capitol has an excuse to repeat this 

oppression every year. The event is formed as televised entertainment, which indicates that 

the districts are seen as disposable things rather than humans. While the Capitol uses power 

identifiable as “power over” in a negative way, Katniss uses power existing within her, in a 

positive way. She uses her strengths to oppose the Capitol’s rules, and ends up winning on her 

own terms.   
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Didactic Aspect 

A General Lesson Plan  

This lesson plan has been structured according to Skolverket’s Curriculum for the Upper 

Secondary School (2013). It is adapted to teach students in the upper secondary school. I think 

it is suitable to apply the lesson plan to this group of students because of the level of their 

knowledge. Being older students, the hopes are that they will be able to analyze texts and 

express themselves more freely in spoken and written circumstances. The curriculum states 

that it is the School’s responsibility that all students: 

 Can use non-fiction, fiction and other forms of culture as a source of knowledge, insight and pleasure.  

 Have the ability to critically examine and assess what they see, hear and read in order to be able to 

discuss and take view on different issues concerning life and values.  

(Skolverket 8)  

It also says that the teacher should, “Make clear the fundamental democratic values of 

Swedish society and human rights, and together with the students discuss conflicts that can 

occur between these values and rights and actual events” (11). Skolverket’s Läroplan, 

examensmål och gymnasiegemensamma ämnen för gymnasieskola 2011 (2011) is more 

specific regarding the assessment of the subject of English. There it says that the teachings 

should give students opportunity to develop: 

 Comprehension of spoken and written English as well as the ability to interpret the content.  

 The ability to express and communicate in written and spoken English.  

(54 my translation) 

The Hunger Games is a novel divided into three parts, each covering roughly 100 pages.   A 

suggestion of how to include it into the teachings is to give the students three weeks to read 

through the novel. During these weeks, the students will additionally have one scheduled 

lesson per week, where they will work with each part of the book. The lessons will include 
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overviews of “power over” and “power to” perspectives by the teacher, and discussions where 

the students analyze the story based on these power perspectives. The students will analyze 

the story first in small group discussions, and then in the whole class. By focusing on these 

perspectives, I want the students to learn that power can be used in an oppressive manner 

through “power over”, but also as empowerment through “power to”. Exploring these 

perspectives of power along with the relationship between ruler and subordinate in The 

Hunger Games can hopefully provide students a good learning experience of human rights 

and democratic values.  

Before the students start to read, they will receive study questions, covering each part of 

the book. The questions are intended as tool to help the students prepare for the discussions. It 

will also aid them to reflect on the text as they read it. The questions should be connected with 

the perspectives discussed in class to serve its purpose. Study questions that may be helpful 

are: 

 What makes the Capitol so powerful? 

 Can you see cases of “power over” and “power to”? Give examples! 

 How do you think District 12 is oppressed by the Capitol? 

 Is Katniss is powerful? Why? Why not? 

 Find examples of actions carried out by the Capitol which could be interpreted as threats directed 

towards the people. What does the Games imply? 

 What is the Capitol’s view on the districts? Are they considered as equals and valuable? 

 Do you see any signs of resistance by the people? Why don’t they resist more? 

 Can you identify any signs of resistance by Katniss? 

 What actions can you find that can be considered humiliating and dehumanizing? 

 Why doesn’t the Gamemakers want Katniss and Peeta to eat the berries? Who has the power in this 

situation and why? 

 Why does Katniss say that the post-game interview is the most dangerous part of the Games? What did 

she do that might have angered the Capitol? 
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The questions should be formulated in a way that will help the students to analyze the text as 

they read it. Power over, power to, oppression, humiliation, dehumanization and resistance are 

key terms when discussing power in The Hunger Games. They are also relevant when tying 

the discussions to human rights and democratic values. The aim is that students will discover 

that the Capitol exerts its power in questionable ways in order to reach compliance among the 

people. Being able to identify signs of oppression and other key terms in the novel, they will 

hopefully be able to do the same in our reality. The discussions of power can be put in context 

of occurring conflicts around the world, such as the current struggle between Ukraine and 

Russia.   

 

The theoretical base for this lesson plan has been inspired by what Bo Lundahl defines as 

“close reading” in his book Engelsk Språkdidaktik: Texter, Kommunikation, Språkutveckling 

(2012). He states that close reading is when, “speaking and writing about literature aims to 

both focus a basic comprehension and a dialogue with texts that allows reading between the 

lines and critical perspectives” (418 my translation).  When reading The Hunger Games, the 

students will indeed be focused on comprehension of the text, as well as reading between the 

lines. The latter is needed to a certain extent when analyzing perspectives on power. An 

example is when contemplating if the Games could be interpreted as a threat directed towards 

the people. The official purpose of the Games is stated to be entertainment. However, when 

reading between the lines, the purpose can then be interpreted as a mean of threatening the 

people. Close reading is described by Lundahl to analyze the content and the language in 

order to reach an interpretation of the text (418). Close reading can contain both discussions 

and writing. The value of this approach is described to be determined by how the students 

increases their comprehension of the text, how engaged they are by the text and discussions, 

and if they learned something they did not know before (420). Lundahl gives a few examples 
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of close reading activities and one in particular caught my eye, called “issues of gender.” The 

essence of this activity is discussions about gender and comparing it to a book or other 

sources. The discussions involve questions that require students to focus on a particular 

theme, in this case gender (420).  I am using the same structure for my lesson plan but 

substitutes “gender” to “power”.  

The discussions, then, will be in small groups of four or five students. They will first 

discuss the study questions within these groups before the teacher intervenes to go through 

what has been said in each group. As the groups express their thoughts for the class, the 

remaining students are free to contribute with their own thoughts. Through the discussions, 

the students can share their reactions and experiences of what they have read. They may also 

be able to help each other to understand the concepts of power by discussing and explaining 

the concepts in groups. Students may have different interpretations of what is discussed, and 

by sharing thoughts, they may be enabled to look at the topic from a different perspective. 

This structure of discussion can be related to what Jeremy Harmer call “buzz groups”. He 

writes in his book The Practice of English Language Teaching (2007) about the usefulness of 

this kind of discussions: 

These can be used for whole range of discussions. For example, we might want students to predict 

the content of a reading text, or we may want them to talk about their reactions to it after they have 

read it. (350) 

 Just as Harmer explains, this kind of discussion will allow students to talk about their 

reactions and interpretations. Not only will they contemplate about perspectives of power, 

they will also be able to develop their ability to express themselves. An advantage of 

organizing discussions in small groups like this is that it benefits students who can become 

anxious when speaking in front of others. The pressure is not as big in small groups; hence, 

the students are more likely to speak.  
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Beyond these three lessons, the students will have a concluding lesson where they will 

do a written assignment. The students write their own continuation of the story, both from 

Katnisss’s perspective and the Capitol’s. Again, the emphasis is power and the students will 

be asked to imagine what the presumable next move will be by the Capitol, based on what 

they have learnt about power. They will also have to imagine Katniss’s reaction to this would 

be. The purpose of doing this is to give the students an opportunity to be creative as they are 

showing their understanding of the diversity of power.  

Finally, some potential difficulties or problems must be considered. As a teacher, it is 

important to take note that when working with a structure based on discussion, there is always 

a risk of students not participating in the discussions. If just a few students make their voice 

heard or if they discuss the topic only when the teacher is present, it would defeat the purpose 

of the discussions. What the teacher can do to prevent this, is to plan themes that make the 

students find interesting and are motivated to discuss. Lundahl argues in his book Läsa på 

främmande språk: om autentiska texter, kreativ läsning och läsförmågans betydelse för 

språkinlärningen (1998), that even if the discussions may be tentative in the beginning, by 

practicing discussions throughout the work with a novel, students will become comfortable in 

the structure of the task and in their groups and be more active in the discussions as the 

reading moves along (176). 

 

 

 



Wildstam 43 

 

 
 

Conclusion 

The aim of this essay has been to explore power as a theme in Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger 

Games. The claim of this essay, from a power-centered perspective, is that the event of the 

Games can be read as systematic means of oppression, dehumanization and humiliation. The 

claim is also that the protagonist Katniss’s performance in the Games can be read as an 

enactment of resistance. 

The school can be a place where the perspective of power can be widened, through 

discussions and questioning exertion of power. The theories of “power over” and “power to” 

can help students understand how power can be used and abused and how it can be questioned 

and countered through various forms of resistance. By viewing the complexity of a dominant-

subordinate relationship, the students can widen their understanding of power and how we 

talk about power. Students can also take other forms of power relations and operations into 

account, to learn to observe and analyze power in their daily lives and relationships, as well as 

on a societal level. Working with power is an opportunity to make clear the fundamental 

democratic values of Swedish society and human rights, and together with the students 

discuss conflicts that can occur between these values and rights and actual events. This is 

emphasized in the curriculum (Skolverket 11).  

The Hunger Games display several aspects of power in the relationship between the 

Capitol and Katniss. The novel can be used to show students an example of a government that 

abuses its power with methods such as oppression, threats, humiliation and dehumanization. 

The novel also makes it possible to draw attention towards resistance and how dependent a 

government is of the obedience of its subordinates. The Capitol of Panem is dependent on the 

districts hard work and poor living conditions in order to maintain their own wealth and 

luxury. “Power over” is referred to as a traditional dominance model where “decision making 

is characterized by control, instrumentalism, and self-interest” (Berger 6). By taking their 
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children, making them kill each other as it is broadcasted for the Capitol’s mere entertainment 

is a way of dominating and exploiting their subordinates. This act can be identified as “power 

over” expression, since it indicates an attempt to dominate another group. The Capitol forces 

the people to participate in the Games and threatens with punishment if they are disobedient. 

These are also traits of “power over” (“Expressions of Power”). The ruler's power is 

determined by the obedience and cooperation of the subjects. According to Sharp’s “consent 

theory of power”. What this theory tells us is that without the consent of the districts, either 

their active support or their passive compliance, the Capitol would have little power and little 

basis for rule (Sharp 12). Therefore, the Capitol is reliant to maintain the consent of the 

people. “Power to” is power that refers to each person’s abilities to make things happen. 

Katniss has abilities that empower her to oppose the Capitol. Thus, “power to” is relevant 

when discussing resistance.   

With the lesson plan I have outlined in this essay, students will have the opportunity to 

learn about a government that abuses its power, contradicting the fundamental democratic 

values of Swedish society and human rights. Through analysis, reflection and discussion on 

different perspectives on power in The Hunger Games, my hopes are that students will widen 

their perspective of power and their awareness of how power is used in their daily lives and in 

society. The best possible outcome is if the students achieve this, simultaneously as they 

develop their efficiency in reading, talking, listening and writing. This is emphasized in the 

curriculum. If the teacher applies Lundahl’s “close reading” method, students will have the 

opportunity to read in an analyzing manner and share their experiences and thoughts with 

each other when discussing study questions that can help understand the perspectives of 

power displayed in the novel.   
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