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INTRODUCTION

Let The Hunger Games and Philosophy Begin!

We love the Hunger Games trilogy for many reasons. It offers us a strong and resourceful heroine, Katniss Everdeen, whom we all can admire and aspire to be like; it constantly leaves us on tenterhooks with its blend of thrilling action and captivating romance; it gives us the opportunity to grow alongside the main characters as they come to understand themselves and their world more deeply; and it’s packed with memorable scenes that touch our emotions and stay with us long after we’ve put the books down. Who will ever forget Peeta Mellarks’s declaration of love during his interview with Caesar Flickerman, Katniss’s strewing of Rue’s body with flowers in the arena, or the explosion outside President Snow’s palace that upends our heroine’s world—and ours as well? These scenes and many others are revisited and reflected on at length in the pages of this book.

Yes, there’s much to love about the Hunger Games trilogy, but one of the biggest reasons we’re so excited about this amazing series is that it’s about something especially dear to those of us who produced this book: the quest for truth. The Hunger Games trilogy tells the story of how an intrepid girl named Katniss peels away the layers of lies that swaddle her world and discovers the truth beneath its many deceptive facades. Falseness abounds in Panem—and not just in the Capitol, where a prettifying cosmetic veneer can’t really disguise the hideousness dwelling inside its residents. In a world of false appearances, Katniss is on fire with a philosopher’s love of truth that impels her to question everyone and everything, reducing all of the subterfuges to cinders so that only the naked—and often painful—truth remains. If you love the Hunger Games trilogy as much as we do, perhaps that same fire burns in you.

Our goal in this book is to explore as deeply as we can this fantastic, grotesque, and yet disturbingly familiar world that has gripped our imaginations as we’ve journeyed with Katniss, standing by her side as she has fought, loved, and reflected on the meaning of the tumultuous events in her life. In the course of this journey, there’s a good chance that you laughed when Peeta made gentle but insightful jokes, were outraged and repulsed by the cruel actions of President Snow, and cried—or at least fought back tears, as Katniss often must do—more than a few times. Although the story takes place in a postapocalyptic world that in many ways seems impossibly distant from our own, the hopes, fears, and desires that drive these characters are really no different from the passions that sway us all. And so these books speak deeply to us—not just about the life of an imaginary and amazing girl, but also about ourselves and our own hardships and aspirations.

That’s where philosophy comes in. Reflecting on the Hunger Games trilogy can be a doorway that leads to thinking about our own lives. There’s another famous doorway associated with thinking, near the birthplace of Western philosophy in ancient Greece. At the entrance to a temple dedicated to the god Apollo in the city of Delphi, someone had inscribed two sayings—“Know Thyself” and “Nothing in Excess”—that many ancient philosophers took to be pithy summaries of the wisdom we need to live well. Clearly, the residents of the Capitol have missed the boat when it comes to avoiding excess and they don’t seem very self-aware, unlike Katniss, whose life has taught her the importance of self-control and who continually examines her motivations. It’s her relentlessly skeptical spirit that propels her growth in wisdom. Katniss’s hunger for answers is contagious. As we ponder the parallels between her world and ours, we too are beset by a swarm of questions that descend on us like a horde of tracker jackers bursting from their nest.

How far, we wonder, is our own world from that of Katniss, Prim, Peeta, and Gale Hawthorne? Could our nation succumb to the same evils that ravage Panem? Perhaps we’re already on our way there. Suzanne Collins tells us that contemporary reality TV supplied much of the inspiration for her saga, and as some of the chapters in this book point out, the similarities between our world and Collins’s futuristic dystopia don’t end there. Reading about the horrors that Katniss and her fellow tributes endure in the arena, we wonder how human beings can justify atrocities like the Hunger Games. And then we remember that not so long ago, powerful elites in the Western world sponsored their own Hunger Games in the Roman Colosseum, which was another inspiration for Collins’s saga. The more we reflect on the world of the Hunger Games, the more questions rain down on us like the little silver parachutes that carry food and medicine to Katniss and Peeta in the arena—for, like those lifesaving gifts that the tributes receive from their sponsors, good questions nourish and sustain us when we venture into the arena of thought.

And so, fortified with questions, we persist in wonder: Why do we enjoy watching others suffer? Do ordinary rules of morality apply when we’re fighting just to survive? Could we be controlled and manipulated as easily as the citizens of Panem? Are we already being controlled in insidious ways that escape our notice? Then, when questions like these get too weighty and we want to retreat from the field of battle into the gentler precincts of romance, we find ourselves wondering which of her two suitors Katniss should choose, Peeta or Gale, and we ask ourselves: How do we make similar decisions in our lives?

The more we read, the more we question, as the events unfolding in Panem invite us to ponder the meaning of art, music, science, and culture—in short, the whole messy business of being human. These questions are hard to ignore. Pretending they aren’t real won’t make them go away any more than Katniss can make the mutts hunting her disappear by closing her eyes.

Questions like these are the focus of philosophy. As the most powerful tool we human beings have forged for exploring the meaning of our lives, philosophy is an invention worthy of Beetee. It’s as indispensable to anyone who wants to think as Katniss’s skill with a bow and arrow is to her survival in the arena. Using this tool, we’ve set off in search of answers to some of the questions raised by the Hunger Games trilogy. We’ve enlisted a team of allies whose minds are as sharp as Clove’s knives, who weave arguments as strong as Finnick Odair’s nets, and who are as farsighted as Jackson, the soldier who devised the game of Real or Not Real to help Peeta recover from the tracker-jacker-induced confusion that addled his brain and poisoned his heart with irrational rage. Come to think of it, the philosophers in this book are a lot like Jackson, since they also play a high-stakes game of Real or Not Real as a kind of therapy designed to help us navigate through a world where things aren’t always as they seem.

The Hunger Games trilogy is a cautionary tale about what human society could easily become. It depicts a world where children are slaughtered for entertainment, power is in the hands of nearly untouchable tyrants, and workers starve as the affluent look on and laugh. At the same time, it offers us an opportunity to think about how those evils might be foreshadowed in our world and to reflect on the extraordinary capacity for goodness and heroism that dwells inside the most seemingly ordinary people, such as a brave teenage girl determined to protect her family. After all, extraordinary acts of goodness by ordinary people might be our best hope of salvation. But the time for thinking, reflecting, and questioning is now, lest we find ourselves buying tesserae for our own children someday.

So—let The Hunger Games and Philosophy begin!





PART ONE

“HAVING AN EYE FOR BEAUTY ISN’T NECESSARILY A WEAKNESS”: THE ART OF RESISTING THE CAPITOL
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“THE FINAL WORD ON ENTERTAINMENT”

Mimetic and Monstrous Art in the Hunger Games

Brian McDonald

During what Katniss Everdeen calls “the worst [hours] of my life,” she is overwhelmed by the dying screams and whimpering moans of Cato as he’s torn apart in an exquisitely slow-motion death by the muttations, grotesque mixtures of different animals who, in a final hellacious touch, wear the facial features of the tributes who were killed earlier in the contest. “Why don’t they just kill him?” she cries out to Peeta Mellark, who simply replies, “You know why.” And she does. “From the Gamemakers’ point of view this is the final word in entertainment.”1

This flippantly despairing sentence announces one of the key themes of Suzanne Collins’s trilogy, the Hunger Games. The trilogy is, among other things, a cautionary tale about the dark side of entertainment. In a popular culture that glibly celebrates “pushing the envelope,” Collins imagines what might happen to our “envelopes” if we kept pushing them without ceasing. What if the ethos of Survivor and American Idol were taken to its logical extreme? What if our obsession with tattoos and “extreme sports” kept burgeoning? What if entertainment became the whole point of life, and the appetite for excitement swept away all of the limits formerly enforced by our battered moral sensibilities?

It’s unlikely that the lust for entertainment Collins satirizes will ever arrive at the “final word” of terror and torture she so effectively dramatizes. Rather, she’s engaging in the kind of exaggeration typical of dystopias: fictional works that take a negative cultural trend and imagine a future or an alternative world in which that trend dominates every aspect of life. But this very quality of exaggeration can be an aid to philosophical reflection. Just as an adept impersonator can throw a politician’s or celebrity’s features and mannerisms into sharp relief through artfully exaggerated caricature, dystopic fiction can give us a clearer view of certain aspects of the human condition by exaggerating them and dramatizing their possible distortions. In particular, the exaggerations of the Hunger Games highlight the place of the imaginative faculty that enables human beings to produce various forms of art, if we may use that word somewhat broadly (as befits a chapter in a book on philosophy and popular culture) to cover popular entertainment as well as so-called high art.

Philosophers, ancient and modern, have had a lot to say about art and its relation to human life and culture. By showing us a world where art, in however debased a form, has become the chief means of social and political control, the Hunger Games also helps us to reflect on its place in human life. We see its frightening power for both defacing our humanity in the hands of the Capitol and enhancing it in the hands of an artist-hero like Peeta.

“The Right Shade for Sunlight on Fur”

For most of our history, human beings have believed that true art not only entertains but also improves those who contemplate it. Most classical descriptions of the purpose of art include some variations on the phrase “to delight and instruct,” with the term instruct carrying clear moral implications. What makes the dramatic pageantry of the arena such a horrifying “final word in entertainment,” however, is that its grotesque “delights” are wholly divorced from any kind of “instruction.” According to the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 BCE), productions that entertain without elevating the soul are mere “spectacle,” and although spectacle is one element in the dramatic arts, he thought it was the lowest, least important, and most dispensable element.2

Aristotle’s book on drama, the Poetics, is a good place to begin reflecting on the theme of art and entertainment in the Hunger Games, because his view of art as imitation, or mimesis, holds the key to understanding the difference between two uses of art in Panem: the horrific, though beautifully designed, spectacle of the Capitol and the “natural” art created by Peeta. For Aristotle, all of the arts—visual, performing, literary, and dramatic—are forms of mimesis.3 Whether it’s a play or a painting, an epic or a statue, art is always imagination’s attempt to represent something in a fictional form that exists in the real world. Art, according to Aristotle, is the highest testimony to the fact that human beings are “the most imitative of living creatures.” All of the arts flow from or appeal to that “instinct for imitation.”4 The appeal of artistic mimesis is so intense that “objects which in themselves we view with pain, we delight to contemplate when reproduced with minute fidelity, such as the forms of the most ignoble animals and of dead bodies.”5 To Aristotle’s list we might add the painful and grotesque events of the Hunger Games, which would be horrifying in real life but don’t spoil our “delight” in reading Collins’s novels.

Katniss first becomes aware of Peeta’s ability to reproduce natural objects with “minute fidelity” at the camouflage station while they are training for the 74th Hunger Games. “Peeta genuinely seems to enjoy this station,” she tells us.6 This should come as no surprise, given the love of mimesis that Aristotle believes is natural to human beings. Katniss and the trainer at the station marvel at Peeta’s talent for weaving artful designs from mud, clay, berry juices, vines, and leaves. Katniss is especially struck by a design that he has created on his arm: “The alternating patterns of light and dark suggest sunlight falling through leaves in the woods. I wonder how he knows this, since I doubt he’s ever been beyond the fence. Has he been able to pick this up from just that scraggly old apple tree in his backyard?”7

Peeta has been able to capture something that Katniss understands only due to her years of experience hunting and gathering in the woods. Could Peeta really have learned so much about the play of shadows from observing just one “scraggly old apple tree in his backyard”? Aristotle wouldn’t doubt for a moment that a talented artist like Peeta could accomplish that feat. Indeed, he believed that it was the function of artistic mimesis to disclose universal features of nature, such as the way sunlight in general appears as it falls through leaves, through the contemplation of particular phenomena, such as the sunlight that falls through the leaves of Peeta’s backyard apple tree.

Just how intense and powerful artistic mimesis can be is shown in a remarkable passage from the second book in the trilogy, Catching Fire, in which Peeta describes the “minute fidelity” of the artist in order to ease the dying moments of the morphling from District 6, who has intervened to save Katniss in the Quarter Quell and as a result has suffered a mortal wound. In baffled but awe-filled tones, Katniss reports Peeta’s words:

When he begins to speak in a soft voice, it seems almost nonsensical, but the words aren’t for me. “With my paint box at home, I can make every color imaginable. Pink. As pale as a baby’s skin. Or as deep as rhubarb. Green like spring grass. Blue that shimmers like ice on water.”

The morphling stares into Peeta’s eyes, hanging on to his words.

“One time, I spent three days mixing paint until I found the right shade for sunlight on white fur. You see, I kept thinking it was yellow, but it was much more than that. Layers of all sorts of color. One by one,” says Peeta.8

As Peeta’s words show, mimesis is not mere mimicry, a jabberjay’s mindless echoes of human sound. His mixing and reduplicating has involved him in a profound act of learning what color he’s trying to reproduce. Peeta’s words explain exactly why Aristotle associates the delights of artistic mimesis with the delight of learning.9 Peeta’s intense contemplation of a certain color is almost a form of communion with it, a learning so deep it comes from the inside out and not the outside in. After three days of mixing, he can reproduce the color because it has taken possession of his heart and his soul.

So powerful is the ecstasy of mimesis that Peeta is able to communicate it to the dying morphling, who is herself an artist. His artistic empathy causes him to see that beneath her bodily agony, beneath the layers of drug addiction and despair, at the deepest strata of her being is one who loves beauty and longs to reproduce it through artistic mimesis. He releases that deeply hidden being so that it may rise to the surface. The morphling’s death agonies seem to dissolve in peace as her final act is to trace with her fingers the outline of “what I think might be a flower” on Peeta’s cheek.10 Art has almost redeemed her death.

The elevating and procreative aspect of artistic mimesis provides the major redemptive note of the Hunger Games, but it couldn’t stand in starker contrast with the Capitol’s understanding and practice of art.

“We Could Really Make You Something Special”

If Peeta represents the regenerating power of artistic mimesis, the Capitol represents the monstrousness of art when it declares war on the principle of mimesis. Peeta’s intense and respectful devotion to the “natures of things” drives him to spend three days working to perfectly reproduce a color, but the artists and technicians of the Capitol approach the natural world as fodder to be set upon and remade into ever more grotesque and unnatural combinations. Unlike Peeta’s sunlight on white fur, “all the colors [in the Capitol] seem artificial, the pinks too deep, the greens too bright, the yellows painful to the eyes.”11 The insult to nature may seem relatively harmless when Capitol dwellers decorate their own bodies beyond recognition, but it takes a far more sinister form in the urge to desecrate and defile the bodies of others without restraint. The science that produces the muttations—and especially the grotesque human-animal hybrids—is a particularly horrific example of this defilement. Almost as sinister is the decorative preparation of the tributes’ bodies for their American Idol–like interviews prior to their dismemberment and destruction in the arena.

The perversions of Capitol art are displayed in its trivial details as well as in its horrific consequences, as we see in Katniss’s reaction to her prep team in Catching Fire:

Flavius tilts up my chin and sighs. “It’s a shame Cinna said no alterations on you.”

“Yes, we could really make you something special,” says Octavia. . . .

Do what? Blow my lips up like President Snow? Tattoo my breasts? Dye my skin magenta and implant gems in it? Cut decorative patterns in my face? Give me curved talons? Or cat’s whiskers. I saw all these things and more on the people in the Capitol. Do they really have no idea how freakish they look to the rest of us?12

Katniss’s term freakish seems to express her gut intuition that there’s something wrong with altering beyond recognition what nature has given you. She understands that to “make you something special” really means to unmake what you already are—and she finds this idea revolting. One’s identity isn’t something that should be reinvented over and over again, even on the level of appearance. For Katniss, one’s looks shouldn’t be fodder for remaking, any more than one’s body devoured in the arena should be fodder for entertainment.

The freakish aesthetic of the aptly named Remake Center matches the horrible ethic of the arena. What goes on in the Remake Center is at the opposite end of the spectrum from Peeta’s creative mimesis. Borrowing from the philosopher, sociologist, and cultural critic Phillip Rieff (1922–2006), we could call it de-creation, a term he used to characterize the driving impulse he detected behind much modern and postmodern art and literature.

In Rieff’s analysis, many modern artists, sculptors, and literary figures are driven by a thirst for originality that takes the form of violating the moral and religious norms that have traditionally governed human societies. To Rieff, these artistic transgressions are as “freakish” as the distortions of the Remake Center and the arena of the Hunger Games are to Katniss. Rieff cited as one of many examples the Piss Christ of Andres Serrano, a photograph of a crucifix suspended in a glass of urine. This “fusion [of the highest] with the lowest” represents both a violation of the sacred and a dishonoring of the body, according to Rieff, as it sends the message that “Christ is in you and so you are piss.”13

It is perhaps significant that Rieff thundered out his denunciations of contemporary culture not from a right-wing fundamentalist citadel but rather from the heart of the modern academy, where his books such as Freud: The Mind of a Moralist earned him renown as one of the most provocative and profound students of the impact of Sigmund Freud’s (1856–1939) psychoanalytic theories on modern culture. From his perch atop the academic tree, Rieff argued in his final work, My Life among the Deathworks, that what makes a culture a culture is its belief in the “commanding truths” it holds to be sacred. The urge of our contemporary culture to dedicate its art to subversive and “freakish” desecration of those norms caused Rieff to declare it an anticulture and its art and literature de-creation: “Every true culture expresses and celebrates the power of re-creation [in other words, Aristotle’s mimesis]. The great artists of [contemporary civilization] are artists of de-creation. The pleasure in our lives of affirming creation is inverted into perversities of destruction, pleasured in the pain of suffering and death.”14

It’s striking how Rieff’s last sentence sums up perfectly the Capitol’s approach to life and art. Peeta’s pleasure in “affirming creation” through artistic mimesis is “inverted into perversities of destruction” by the Capitol’s artists and technicians. Furthermore, there seems to be a direct link between the freakish makeovers of the Capitol and the grotesque cruelties of the arena, suggesting a connection between the abandonment of aesthetic mimesis and the abandonment of ethical limits.

Indeed, Rieff feared that the “cruelfictions” of the modern artist might help to prepare for and even create cruel conditions in the real world.15 He spoke of how “the Artist . . . creates the very world that predicts the future of our real world” and believes that perverse fictions in the twentieth century have often opened the door to perverse fact.16 His most controversial and powerful assertion was that Hitler’s death camps were part of a Nazi aesthetic of power whose intent was not just to destroy the Jews but to defile and humiliate them, “to so separate them from their sacred selves, to so degrade them that in accepting this second death and its indignities, they were resistless.”17

Regardless of whether Rieff was correct that the cruelfictions of our age must inevitably foreshadow “cruel realities,” the future he saw coming and already partly realized certainly bears a remarkable resemblance to the futuristic horrors imagined by Collins. A sense of the sacred has vanished from the world of the Hunger Games, and with it any sense of an overarching canopy of shared obligations that might bind a social order together by some means other than sheer coercive power. The residents of the districts, like the Jews of Rieff’s analysis, are subject to spectacular and colorful degradations that are designed precisely—as the characters themselves realize—to prove to them the power of the Capitol and to paralyze them into a “resistless” state of mind. What Rieff saw developing in the postmodern world, Collins shows as fully realized in Panem: an art that has abandoned mimesis in favor of a monstrous attempt at self-originating and self-referencing power. The motto of art, ethics, and politics becomes “I can do it, so I will do it.” The will to imitate has been replaced by the will to power.

“You Almost Look Like a Real Person”

In Rieff’s view, when a culture loses its sense of “commanding truths,” the first casualty is a sense of identity, because identity is rooted in permanent and fixed commitments.18 Our intuitive awareness of this fact allows us to appreciate how ironic it is when, during Katniss’s first trip to the Remake Center, Flavius declares, to the laughter of the other members of her prep team, “You almost look like a real person now.”19 By any normal definitions, the only “real person” in the room is Katniss. She alone has a core: a stable identity formed from deep and abiding relationships that define who she is, such as her responsibilities to her sister, Prim, her friendship with Gale Hawthorne, and her memories of her father.20 It is precisely her refusal to subject her identity to constant makeovers that make her real.

But for her makeup team, as for the Capitol as a whole, being a “real human being” lies precisely in freedom from the constraints of identity, whether these constraints take the form of fidelity to relationships that hem us in, Rieff’s commanding truths that fence us in with “thou shalt nots,” or the classical philosopher’s obligation to exercise reason to discover the forms of “the good and the beautiful” and live in conformity with those forms. Katniss compares her prep team to “a trio of oddly colored birds.”21 It’s an apt description, because for Capitol residents, being a real person means a kind of birdlike flight, freed from any kind of gravity—aesthetic, ethical, or relational—an effortless flapping of weightless wings on the way toward the always receding and ever more lurid “final word in entertainment.”

Where does this desire to reject a stable identity and its limits come from? Two thinkers, one modern and one ancient, have contributed insights on this question. Ernest Becker (1925–1974), in The Denial of Death, described how human beings react against the “givens” of our biological inheritance, acting as though “the body is one’s animal fate that has to be struggled against in some ways,” an uncomfortable reminder that we’re vulnerable creatures who will eventually die.22

We seek an illusory escape from this awareness through what Becker called the causa sui (“cause of himself”) project.23 One longs to be “the father of oneself” in order to escape the feeling of owing one’s existence and identity to another.24 Anything that could create the illusion of being one’s own maker could also sustain the psychological illusion of immortality, because the awareness that we are made by and subject to forces over which we have no power is also the reminder that we’re going to die. But if we could imagine ourselves freed from the anchor of a given identity, we might feel free, as the song says, to “fly away.”

Becker’s twentieth-century insight seems remarkably similar to that of the philosopher, church father, and astute psychological observer Augustine of Hippo (354–430). In the second book of his great autobiographical work, Confessions, Augustine fretted at length over a childish act of vandalism that he committed long ago with some teenage friends; he was now struggling to understand the motive behind an action that seemed to serve no purpose whatsoever. He concluded that he broke the law for no other reason than the thrill of breaking it, experiencing a rush he calls a “deceptive sense of omnipotence.”

By this phrase he meant that such gratuitous lawbreaking provides the illusion of being as free from the restraints of the moral law as is God, who must be imagined as both creating the moral law and existing outside it. But Augustine went on to say that this attempt to be a god is really only a “perverse and vicious imitation” of the real deity, not only because it’s so obviously an illusion but also because the very attempt to be like God tacitly concedes that God is a superior model to be imitated.25

“Oh, That Is a Piece of Bad Luck”

Augustine’s view of God aside, his phrase “perverse . . . imitation” could well have been coined to describe the Capitol’s interviews and beautifully staged arena combats, for these theatrical productions are a perfectly perverse imitation of Aristotle’s idea of tragedy (the main focus of his Poetics) as mimesis. To understand what makes them perverse, let’s look at the real thing, as defined by Aristotle: “Tragedy, then, is a representation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude . . . and through the arousal of pity and fear effecting the katharsis [purging] of such emotions.”26

By a complete action, Aristotle meant a plot with a recognizable beginning, middle, and end. Elsewhere, he added that the best plots are complex and marked by a dramatic reversal of fortune that is both surprising and yet inevitable, given the prior events.27

Catharsis, or “purging,” means that tragedy brings to the surface certain deeply felt emotions of pity (for a suffering character) or fear (that we too might be exposed to misfortune). Catharsis is more than an emotional release, however—it’s also the main learning experience that comes to us through tragic mimesis. Just as the characters onstage come to recognize the truth about all of the forces that have conspired to deliver them to their fate, so too we in the audience, offstage, come to recognize something universally true about our own human condition since we live in a world whose tragic realities provide the models for tragic mimesis.28

Aristotle’s understanding of tragic catharsis explains why the “Peeta and Katniss Show,” as narrated and enacted by Peeta, has such a powerful impact on the audience in the interviews with Caesar Flickerman. Peeta incorporates a number of Aristotle’s tragic elements within the narrative that he weaves in an attempt to improve his odds (or rather, as we realize later, Katniss’s odds) for survival in the arena.

The success of Peeta’s heart-melting sincerity confirms Aristotle’s belief that effective tragedy depends on an audience’s ability to identify with the main character.29 Not only does Peeta do a great warm-up—“play[ing] up the baker’s son thing, comparing the tributes to the breads from their districts,” and joking about the Capitol showers—he then shifts his tone and wins the crowd’s complete sympathy by describing his love for a girl who doesn’t return it: “Unrequited love they can relate to.” And to bring it all to a climax, he creates a perfect reversal or surprising turn of fortune of the sort Aristotle believed enhanced a complex plot:

“So here’s what you do. You win, you go home. She can’t turn you down then, eh?” says Caesar encouragingly.

“I don’t think it’s going to work out. Winning . . . won’t help in my case,” says Peeta.

“Why ever not?” says Caesar, mystified.

Peeta blushes beet red and stammers out. “Because . . . because . . . she came here with me.”30

Peeta manages to be completely sincere while also producing a brilliant bit of theater that gains his audience’s sympathy. His “final word” in star-crossed lovers’ entertainment will not only win the sponsors he needs to increase his odds of survival but also create the possibility that both he and Katniss may survive—which, of course, they do.

Of course, that he’s in the situation in the first place is sick. But let’s try to gain a little philosophical distance from the situation and ask, What precisely makes it sick? The best analysis I’ve heard comes from my wife, Sue, who wasn’t talking about the Hunger Games but was referring to a troublingly similar reality TV show. “Survivor is evil,” she announced one morning, “because it’s a revival of the Roman Colosseum. People are ‘doing each other in’ just to entertain a bunch of boobs.” That’s also a good description of Panem’s Hunger Games, another contest patterned on the Colosseum, according to Collins. But Sue then went on to wax a bit philosophical on what she’d just denounced. “If they were only impersonating the roles of people who were ‘doing each other in’ just to win the biggest toys, it would be okay. It might make us stop and think. But when people undermine each other as fodder for entertainment, it’s obscene!”

As usual, my wife had it just right. What makes Flickerman’s interview show obscene is that the spectators are not watching an imitation of tragic action that has the power to make them wiser and better; instead, they are glutting their sense of power by becoming parties to the infliction of tragedy. Naturally, this vitiates the whole idea of catharsis, because those who want to be entertained at this price couldn’t possibly have any serious intention to stop and think. On the contrary, immersion in this form of “entertainment” only makes them stop thinking.

As readers, we may experience authentic catharsis, because the mimetic power of Collins’s novels provides not only page-turning excitement but also the chance to contemplate painful truths about what human beings might be like or what they might have to endure under certain situations. We recognize and feel pity for the layers of tragic misfortune, perhaps most of all because Peeta’s strategic performance of his lovesick routine for the cameras requires Katniss to entertain the darkest suspicions of his motives. This may be the perfect tragic situation for readers in an age when the ubiquity of cameras and social media like Facebook has made the question of performance versus authenticity particularly acute.

For the Capitol audience, however, the catharsis is an entirely fake and perverse imitation of the real thing. The audience experiences only the emotions of catharsis and none of the insights. Caesar may cry out, “Oh, that is a piece of bad luck” with “a real edge of pain in his voice,” and the audience may produce murmurings and “some agonized cries,” but they don’t stop and think.31 How could they? The crowd is already complicit in assuming the privileges of little gods visiting tragedy upon other human beings. That the spectators feel pain over the fate of those they’re helping to destroy simply compounds the evil.

Real catharsis isn’t just an emotional discharge, for authentic tragic pity and fear are conducive to gaining wisdom and virtue. In this sense, art exists for life. But the Capitol throws the proper relation between art and life into reverse. The pity felt for the tragic protagonists exists only to increase the audience’s enjoyment of the spectacle being performed for it. The remnants of an ethical and humane impulse that cause the spectators to cry out serve only to increase the emotional excitement and hence the entertainment value of the spectacle. Even ethical impulses become fodder for entertainment. “Life cannot be made over to imitate art except at a cost that is life-destroying,” says Rieff—and here we have the confirmation.32

The “final word in entertainment” is truly “perverse imitation” at its highest—or rather, its lowest.

“It Would Be Best for Everyone If I Were Dead”—Not!

One of the most important elements of tragic mimesis as understood by Aristotle is the recognition scene, in which a character goes from ignorance to knowledge about realities to which he or she has been clueless in the previous dramatic action. As the events of the third book, Mockingjay, race to their increasingly violent conclusion, we realize how much of the story’s outcome will depend on Katniss recognizing the truth about the events going on outside her as well as the changes going on inside her. Will she recognize that her true enemy is not just President Snow but also Alma Coin? (We see that she does when she aims her executioner’s arrow in an unexpected direction.) And, even more important for her happiness in the new world she helps to usher in, will she recognize the extent and the causes of the damage she’s suffered on the inside? If so, where might she find the cure?

This last question is key. We witness a very understandable but definitely dark and distressing change of Katniss’s character in Mockingjay as the urge to kill Snow becomes her dominating drive. It’s possible that her vote to continue the Hunger Games means that she has turned into a double of her foes in the Capitol, a supremely tragic irony. Although it’s more likely that her vote is simply a strategically motivated ploy, it’s certain that the hunter in her has so thoroughly turned her into an avenger that once she recognizes this change in herself, she descends into a suicidal self-hatred.

In her isolated cell after she has killed Coin, she experiences a quasi-recognition that the main victory Coin and Snow have won over her is that she has turned into a monster herself. (I say quasi- because she seems to partly hide her recognition of what she has become under a general feeling about humanity. She says, “I no longer feel any allegiance to these monsters called human beings, despise being one myself.”)33 Still, a major reason for her suicidal longings seems to be that like Shakespeare’s Othello, she has discovered that she has become the enemy of everything she cares about and that she wishes to execute a death stroke on herself to slay this enemy within.

Her recovery from this horrible recognition comes from a further recognition: that her cure lies in choosing the artist Peeta rather than her fellow hunter Gale. The elevating and procreative aspect of artistic mimesis, embodied in Peeta, provides the major redemptive note of the trilogy. While Katniss is the hero, Peeta’s capacity for art makes him the redeemer. His gift of bread in the first book, The Hunger Games, may have saved her physically, but in the end he saves her soul by beautifully fulfilling Gale’s prophecy that “Katniss will pick whoever she thinks she can’t survive without.”34

She does indeed pick whom she needs to survive, but in choosing Peeta she seeks the survival and regeneration of her soul, not just her body. The violent streak that Katniss and Gale share doesn’t belong to Peeta’s nature, at least not in the same sense that it does for them. Although their violence has been provoked by inhuman and terrible actions against them, it was nevertheless capable of being provoked. For Katniss to marry Gale would be to resign herself to that fact. For Peeta, however, this violent and avenging spirit has to be induced by the artificial means of tracker jacker poison and brainwashing. His default nature is not the hunter who takes life but the baker and artist who through loving mimesis represents life and enhances it.

Peeta provides the hope that underneath the monstrous distortions of their world there’s a deeper, more real stratum that can be recovered through artistic mimesis, the representations of memories in scrapbooks, and, finally, a willingness to continue—and hence believe in—the cycle of life through procreation. Peeta, a master of art, rhetoric, and invention, is the only lifeline Katniss can choose if she wishes to be delivered from the monster she now knows she has become. In the end, the regenerating power of artistic mimesis, seemingly as fragile as the dying morphling’s butterfly sketch on Peeta’s cheek, has restored to Katniss a fragile hope for a new life in an equally fragile but hopeful new world.
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“SOMEWHERE BETWEEN HAIR RIBBONS AND RAINBOWS”

How Even the Shortest Song Can Change the World

Anne Torkelson

In apocalyptic, totalitarian Panem, Katniss Everdeen is so busy contending with the powers of force and guile that she overlooks another great power at work all around her: the power of music. When Katniss gets to know Rue in the arena, she learns that “of all things,” Rue’s favorite thing in the world is music. Katniss, in contrast, places music “somewhere between hair ribbons and rainbows in terms of usefulness”: decorative, maybe even beautiful, but with no practical significance.1 Over time, though, she comes to realize that music does have an important role to play in her life. She learns that it’s more than mere entertainment; it has the power to shape her character and inspire the revolution that overthrows the Capitol.

Whether you compose, perform, or just listen to music, you know that it influences your emotions. We turn to music when we’re sad, when we celebrate, and when we want to motivate ourselves to exercise or study. We join bands, go to concerts, and sing in the shower. We use music to express ourselves. We know how music affects us as individuals, but can it change a whole society? Could it even be dangerous to political stability? Could it be powerful enough to incite a revolution and bring down a regime as powerful as the Capitol? As new and surprising as these questions might seem to us, they were addressed millennia ago in ancient Greece by Plato (428–348 BCE), one of the most influential philosophers of all time.

Can Music Be Dangerous?

Plato is credited with having written the first works of moral and political philosophy in the Western world, a collection of several dozen philosophical dialogues, most of which feature Socrates (469–399 BCE), Plato’s mentor, as their main character. Since Plato never appeared as a character in his own dialogues, many assume that he used Socrates as a mouthpiece for his own views. The inquisitive, lively, and often ironic Socrates is the central figure in Plato’s best-known work, the Republic, in which he leads a discussion about the nature of justice.

To better understand what justice is, Socrates and his companions try to envision a perfectly just and good society, which we’ll call the ideal society, ruled by guardians called philosopher-kings who govern not in their own interests but for the good of the people. The guardians undergo a special education to mold their natures, imbuing them with strength, spirit, gentleness, and intellectual curiosity.2 These philosopher-kings are the opposite of a tyrant like President Snow. A tyrant is the most unjust type of ruler, according to Socrates: “inevitably envious, untrustworthy, unjust, friendless, impious, host and nurse to every kind of vice.”3

Imagine for a moment your notion of an ideal society. What would such a society look like? Would there be education and jobs for everyone? Equal rights? Freedom of expression? You may be surprised at what Socrates does and doesn’t want in his ideal society. Readers of the Republic are often confused and alarmed at some of Socrates’s proposals. One of the most upsetting is his call for outlawing many types of music and musical instruments. Our discomfort with that proposal stems from the same reflex that causes us to balk at the fact that the Capitol forbids certain songs.

“Wait a minute!” our freedom-loving selves cry out. “That’s not right!” As citizens of modern liberal democracies, we don’t like anyone dictating what we can or can’t do, say, read, write, or pipe into our ears. How can Socrates, who’s supposed to be seeking justice, advocate what seems so obviously unjust? To understand the reasons behind his proposals, we must first explore why he believes that music is so powerful that it’s potentially dangerous. The danger comes from its power to shape our moral character and beliefs, which in turn have the power to transform society and even destroy political institutions. For Socrates—and for Katniss, as we’ll see—music is much more than a harmless amusement.

The Character of Music and the Music of Character

What does music have to do with character and morals? Socrates believes that good music can shape our souls, making them more noble and just. Bad music does just the opposite. Bear in mind, though, that when Socrates speaks of music, he’s talking about what the Greeks called mousikē, the entire realm of the Muses, which encompasses not only what we call music but also stories, drama, poetry, and even the visual arts, like painting and sculpture. Just as Katniss attended music assembly in school, the (male) youth of ancient Greece studied mousike- as a vital part of their education. Schooling in ancient Greece revolved around mousike- and gymnastike-: music to train the soul and gymnastics to train the body. Both worked together to create good, strong citizens.

If you educate people in the wrong kind of mousike-, they might lack the strength, courage, and moral goodness needed by citizens of the ideal society. Bad music leads the soul down the wrong path, promoting vices such as a lack of self-control. But what determines whether music is good or bad? Socrates explains that bad music may be graceless, have poor rhythm, lack harmony, or convey false or bad stories. In short, bad music resembles a bad character. But good music imitates a good character, and repeated exposure to it positively affects our souls. Since music trains us to love or hate certain ideas and behaviors, we should allow only music that represents positive virtues such as moderation and courage. Socrates asks, “Shall we carelessly allow the children to hear any old stories, told by just anyone, and to take beliefs into their souls that are for the most part opposite to the ones we think they should hold when they are grown up?”4 Shouldn’t we be cautious about what stories we expose our children to?

As much as Socrates enjoyed great epics like Homer’s The Iliad and The Odyssey, he refuses to believe that the popular entertainment of ancient Greece was harmless, since it might not always convey the right message. In Plato and Socrates’s time, the Greeks learned about morality through stories of the gods, the goddesses, and heroes like Heracles and Odysseus. Yet as Socrates explains, many of the stories poorly represented these role models, giving young people bad examples to imitate and sending the wrong message about being a just person.

Consider the poet Hesiod’s story of the gods Ouranos, Cronos, and Zeus, for example; it involved nothing less than patricide, castration, cannibalism, deceit, and deposition. What a tale to tell the kids! Even if the story is true, Socrates believes that it shouldn’t be told in the ideal society, for a young person shouldn’t “hear it said that in committing the worst crimes he’s doing nothing out of the ordinary, or that if he inflicts every kind of punishment on an unjust father, he’s only doing the same as the first and greatest of the gods.”5

Hearing stories of divine beings and heroes fighting, murdering, and acting in other immoral ways will only encourage young people to do the same and feel justified in their bad behavior, since they’re following such renowned examples. “Everyone will be ready to excuse himself when he’s bad,” Socrates warns, “if he is persuaded that similar things both are being done now and have been done in the past [by gods and heroes].”6 We see grounds for this concern in another of Plato’s dialogues, called the Euthyphro. In that dialogue, a foolish young man appeals to the myth of Ouranos, Cronos, and Zeus to justify his prosecution of his own father.7

Even today, many people share Socrates’s concerns about the influence of music and art, including popular works of fiction like the Hunger Games trilogy on young minds. On the one hand, we admire Katniss’s courage and Peeta Mellarks’s compassion. In those respects, most of us agree that they’re good models to imitate. Socrates would have agreed, too. On the other hand, some people worry about how other aspects of the story might affect its readers’ souls. Could all the brutal killings traumatize young readers or desensitize them to violence? Should we be disturbed that one of the story’s heroes, Haymitch Abernathy, is a raging alcoholic? It was because of similar concerns that Socrates proposed that the rulers of his ideal society should closely monitor the types of mousike- available to young people and weigh the potentially beneficial or harmful effects.

We still haven’t explored how these effects happen. Music expresses—the Greeks would have said “imitates” or “represents”—the emotions of life in its melodies, harmonies, and rhythms.8 Think of a film soundtrack. When we watch the movie The Hunger Games, the suspenseful musical score tells us when something climactic or terrifying is about to happen. We might hear drums beating like a pounding heart while the tributes fight in the arena, soaring violins to signify Peeta’s soaring heart as he gazes at Katniss, or a slow and sad lullaby to express Katniss’s sorrow as Rue dies. In the ideal society, Socrates wants only music that imitates the emotions of people with strong character, such as a soldier fearless in battle, a person facing misfortune with courage and self-control, or someone acting with understanding instead of arrogance.9 This is because when we listen to music, we partake of the emotions it represents, and over time they take up permanent residence in our souls.10

Socrates explains that this soul-shaping and character-forming effect doesn’t happen overnight—one bad song on your iPod shuffle won’t ruin you—but occurs subtly and slowly, beginning in childhood. People who are properly educated in the types of music best suited for the ideal society will have their emotions trained to sense the goodness and badness of things even before they’re able to understand how or why. They will naturally begin to reject whatever is shameful, immoderate, or cowardly and to be pleased by whatever is good. Goodness will take root in their souls, and they will become good themselves.

Even if we accept Socrates’s belief that music can shape our souls and characters, we might still wonder how it could be dangerous to a government or a society. To explore that idea, let’s leave Socrates behind in ancient Greece and check in with Katniss in future Panem.

The Renewal of Hope: “The Meadow Song”

Rue’s favorite thing in the whole world is music, so she asks Katniss to sing to her as she dies. Rue’s request illustrates on a simple level how music influences our emotions. The Laws, another of Plato’s dialogues, explains how rocking and singing lullabies to babies calms them and puts them to sleep; the outside influence of the motion and rhythm gets the better of the babies’ inner influence of fear or discontent.11 One emotion, a peaceful one, replaces the other, a violent one. Katniss chooses to sing an old Appalachian lullaby to Rue. We’ll call it “The Meadow Song.” The simple and soothing words dispel Rue’s fear, replacing it with a feeling of comfort and a promise that “tomorrow will be more hopeful than this awful piece of time we call today”:

Deep in the meadow, under the willow

A bed of grass, a soft green pillow

Lay down your head, and close your sleepy eyes

And when again they open, the sun will rise.12

Rue’s death and the song’s hope for the future remind Katniss of what Peeta said about showing the Capitol that he is “more than just a piece in their Games.”13 She covers Rue’s body with wildflowers, reminiscent of the “daisies that guard you from every harm” and the “cloak of leaves” mentioned in other verses of “The Meadow Song.” With this musically inspired act, Katniss shows her love for Rue and her defiance of the Capitol’s attempt to turn the districts’ tributes into mortal enemies.

If Katniss had simply recited the song’s words, it might not have had as powerful an impact. The words might have come across as nothing but platitudes. But the combination of lyrics, melody, and rhythm allows music to be a vehicle not only of ideas but also, more importantly, of emotions. As Socrates notes, emotions have something in common with fire: they’re catching. He meant that the listeners involuntarily imitate or reproduce within themselves the emotions represented in the music. Soothing music soothes us; hopeful music makes us feel hopeful. That’s one reason he advises keeping the lamentations found in drama and poetry out of the ideal society: in times of sorrow, people might imitate the laments they’ve heard rather than facing troubles with courage and moderation, as they should.14 “The Meadow Song” works on Katniss’s emotions, replacing her own fear and sorrow with its hopefulness and vision for a better future.

“The Meadow Song” also illustrates one of the qualities that Socrates believes makes a piece of music good. According to Socrates, the harmony and rhythm of a song should follow its lyrics.15 We can only imagine what “The Meadow Song” sounds like when we read The Hunger Games, but judging from the fan-created versions of “The Meadow Song” found on YouTube, many fans seem to agree with Socrates’s take on music. Most versions resemble a slow ballad or a lullaby. A heavy-metal or rollicking country version wouldn’t fit the song’s subject. Also, many of the YouTube versions are sung a cappella or feature only a piano accompaniment, exhibiting the simplicity that is another hallmark of Socrates’s definition of good music. Complex music that incorporates varieties of harmony, Socrates says, doesn’t belong in the ideal society.16 Simple music is better, for it encourages moderation in the soul.17

A Fate Worse Than Death: “The Hanging Tree”

The second song that touches Katniss’s soul is “The Hanging Tree” in Mockingjay, a folk song that her father used to sing. Whereas “The Meadow Song” gave Katniss hope and inspired an act of rebellion, “The Hanging Tree” makes her reconsider whether life is worth living in Panem. It’s a song told from the point of view of an alleged murderer who despairs of life in his society and calls on his lover to join him in death. As such, it doesn’t seem like a very uplifting tune.

Socrates wants to banish from his ideal society certain types of music that he thought could have a harmful effect on moral character, including dirges and lamentations. He would probably put “depressing and subversive Appalachian ballads” on his list as well. But had he been a resident of Panem, Socrates might have defended this song, because it encourages fearlessness in the face of death and questions the value of life under conditions of injustice.

Katniss and her sister, Prim, sang “The Hanging Tree” when they were little. They liked the song because of its simple melody, which lent itself to easy harmonizing. So far, so good, Socrates would say. But the words of the song are a problem. Katniss’s mother banned “The Hanging Tree”—something about crafting rope nooses didn’t strike her as a great playtime activity for her young daughters—and Katniss’s references to the song as “forbidden” suggest that the Capitol outlawed it as well. But why would the Capitol outlaw a simple folk song? As Katniss grows older and starts to fight back against the Capitol, she begins to appreciate the song’s subversive subtext. Its words take on a new meaning that leads her to question the established order.

“The Hanging Tree” has four stanzas, each with six lines:

Are you, are you

Coming to the tree

Where they strung up a man they say murdered three.

Strange things did happen here

No stranger would it be

If we met up at midnight in the hanging tree.

The six lines repeat in each verse, except for the third line, which is as follows:


Verse one: Where they strung up a man they say murdered three.

Verse two: Where the dead man called out for his love to flee.

Verse three: Where I told you to run so we’d both be free.

Verse four: Wear a necklace of rope, side by side with me.



Katniss begins to realize that the hanged man calls to his lover because “he thought the place he was leaving her was really worse than death.”18 Socrates too acknowledged that there are fates worse than death: in particular, living a life that’s unjust. The song tells us that “they say” the man was a murderer, hinting that his punishment was probably unjust. Socrates was also unjustly executed, having been falsely accused of corrupting the youth of his city when in fact he was only encouraging them to think critically about their society. Hanging was a common method of execution in District 12, so perhaps the man in “The Hanging Tree” lived under a totalitarian government. Maybe he was even a rebel like Socrates.

The lyrics of “The Hanging Tree” raise a philosophical question that coincides with a question Socrates asked in Plato’s Republic and other dialogues: What kind of a life is worth living? Socrates believed that the only good life is a just life. So is it worthwhile to continue living in an unjust society? Might it be better to risk death if that’s the price of salvation or freedom? These questions slip into the listeners’ psyches (psuché is the Greek word for “soul”) in the slow, stealthy way that Socrates says music affects us. Music gives us pleasure and so at first seems harmless, but then the spirit of a song slowly seeps into our thoughts and behaviors, for better or worse.

The ideas and emotions of “The Hanging Tree” start to take hold of Katniss and influence her actions. When Katniss sings “The Hanging Tree” to Pollux, an Avox, during the filming of the propo team’s We Remember series, she hasn’t yet given much thought to the meaning of the song. It’s only when faced with the possibility that Peeta, Gale, or she herself might fall into the hands of the Capitol that she really starts considering the story behind “The Hanging Tree.” The song plays in her head whenever she imagines Peeta or Gale getting captured, because she has realized that “Wear a necklace of rope, side by side with me” means that “the man wants his lover dead rather than have her face the evil that awaits her in the world.”19

Though rejecting Peeta’s plea for the Star Squad to kill him before he becomes more dangerous, Katniss nonetheless begins to question whether life under President Snow’s rule is worth living. Consider her thoughts when she and Gale urge Peeta to stay behind during the attack on the presidential mansion. Gale gives Peeta his nightlock tablet (a name perhaps inspired by the poisonous nightshade plant and the deadly herb hemlock, which was used in Socrates’s execution drink). Gale won’t need it, he assures Peeta. He and Katniss have made a pact that each will kill the other before letting him or her be captured by the Capitol.

As Katniss imagines Peacekeepers dragging Gale away, “The Hanging Tree” starts playing in her head. Like the man in the song calling to his lover to flee an intolerable life, she presses the nightlock into Peeta’s hand, reminding him, “No one will be there to help you.”20 Better to die than to fall into the clutches of the Capitol again.

Socrates had the chance to escape from jail through bribery, but he chose to face his death instead.21 Like Socrates, who preferred to accept his death sentence rather than commit an injustice, Katniss, Gale, and Peeta all believe in a fate worse than death. Katniss may not be able to bring herself to carry out her promise to Gale when the moment comes, but the question posed by “The Hanging Tree” has lodged itself deep in her soul, altering how she thinks about and responds to her society, her government, and her life—in short, prompting her to engage in the sort of critical reflection that Socrates encouraged.

When Katniss is captured, she realizes that the Capitol might keep her alive to use and manipulate her further. Without any nightlock handy, she resolves to carry out one last defiant act: death by starvation or morphling. We might wonder whether this heroically defiant act would have been possible for her without the gradual shaping of her thoughts and her character by “The Hanging Tree.”

Dangerous Music: Rue’s Four Notes and the Mockingjay’s Song

If you were interviewing for a job in Socrates’s ideal society, you probably wouldn’t want to list innovative as one of the five words that describes you best—at least, not if you were a musician. More than anything else, says Socrates, educators in the ideal society must guard against innovation in music, for “the musical modes are never changed without change in the most important of a city’s laws.”22 Of course, if we’re talking about the laws of a perfectly just society, it makes sense that Socrates doesn’t want anything to change; change would be a fall away from perfection.

Plato also warned against innovation in his Laws. He wrote that everyone believes that no harm can come from changes made to young people’s games, because, after all, they’re just games. But what people don’t consider is that youth who incorporate innovations into their games then grow up to be different from the children of earlier generations. Being different, “they seek a different way of life, and in seeking it they desire different practices and laws.”23 This applies to music as well, since people who create and listen to new kinds of music may desire new ways of life and thus changes to the society.

Socrates’s belief that new forms of music can threaten the entire social system may still sound extreme, but that’s just what happens in Panem with Rue’s four notes and Katniss’s transformation to the Mockingjay.

In District 11, Rue’s four-note song seems harmless enough. She sings the run, which the mockingjays pass throughout the orchard to signal the end of the day to the fieldworkers. In the Games, however, the song becomes an act of defiance. The danger of Rue’s song is not that it’s a new form of music but that it has a new purpose. Rue teaches the melody to Katniss so they can use it to communicate with each other. Telling Katniss about the song at all, let alone using it with her, is a defiant act, since the Capitol works to keep the districts ignorant of one another. This simple four-note song becomes a signal between two confederates in the arena, a sign of the solidarity between their two districts, and a snub to President Snow.

The new meaning of the four notes doesn’t go unnoticed by the people of Panem. Just as Rue adapted her song for a new purpose in the arena, the people of District 11 find their own use for it, adopting it as a sign of respect for Katniss and Rue, a call for unity against the Capitol, and an act of rebellion. In Catching Fire, Katniss’s thanks to Rue’s family during the Victory Tour prompts an old man in the crowd to whistle the four notes, signaling the crowd to publicly salute “the girl who defied the Capitol.”24 This marks a major turning point in the rebel movement. Armed only with four notes of music, Katniss and Rue fuel the emerging revolution and lead an entire district to defy their rulers as they never would have before. Any doubts we may have about the power of the song are put to rest by the immediate execution of the whistler.

The real symbol of the resistance, however, is the mockingjay, a bird famous for innovation. Mockingjays are songbirds known for their beautiful music and their ability to riff on any tune, picking up other birds’ songs and changing them into something new. As the Mockingjay, the visual representation and voice of the revolution, Katniss uses this skill to rally the rebels. Just as mockingjays pass songs to one another through entire forests, Katniss spreads her song of rebellion throughout the districts of Panem, inspiring the people to challenge and overthrow their government. Katniss’s propo team writes speeches for her, but they soon realize that she’s most convincing when she innovates, improvising on the scripts and speaking directly from her heart. Often throwing the script aside, she delivers the first anti-Capitol statements televised in her lifetime.

Katniss never wanted to be the Mockingjay. But throughout the Hunger Games trilogy, she slowly comes to recognize the power of music to influence individuals and groups and communicate ideas and emotions that can transform her society. Music works first on her own emotions and character, shaping her into someone prepared to risk her own to life to defy the Capitol. Later, she becomes the songbird symbol of the resistance, spreading the song of the rebellion throughout Panem and galvanizing the people into action.

Music no longer occupies the same plane as hair ribbons. Instead, it is a powerful force that can make everyone—even the birds—fall silent and listen, that can inspire Peeta’s father to fall in love with Katniss’s mother, bring Katniss to Peeta’s attention, unite tributes across districts, motivate the rebels to fight against the Capitol, grant Katniss courage and resolve during her captivity, and, in the end, provide a glimmer of hope for Katniss’s children and the future of Panem.

The Power of Music: From Plato to Panem

Thousands of years ago, Plato recognized two important truths about the power of music. First, music not only affects our emotions but also shapes our characters and souls. Second, music can be more than mere entertainment; it can also influence social change. Looking at the future society of Panem can help us to explore these ideas, but looking to our own past can also help us to see the connections among music, politics, and social movements. In just the last century, we’ve witnessed people banding together through the protest music of the labor movement, expressing their dissent through antiwar songs, fighting for civil rights by singing and marching to freedom songs, embracing a more open expression of sexuality with the help of rock and roll, voicing antiestablishment or antiracist messages in new musical genres like punk rock and hip-hop, and advocating for women’s rights through music during the second and third waves of feminism. Throughout history, music has affected our individual emotions, touched our souls, shaped our characters, influenced our actions, and brought people together. The world has undergone enormous changes since the time of Socrates, but one thing remains constant: the power of music.
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