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Abstract
This paper explores the dystopian imaginaries of the recent popular novel trilogy The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins from a biopolitical perspective. Like the exemplary dystopian predecessor, George Orwell’s 1984, which depicts a future totalitarian society where individuals are educated as docile bodies under discursive control, Collins’s novel also portrays a dictatorial state, Panem, which creates a “technology” of governance, called the Hunger Game, whose purpose is to minimize rebellions. However, what makes The Hunger Games a unique dystopian text worthy of critical scrutiny is that Panem’s control technique relies not on bureaucratic policing or military oppression but rather on the “gamification” of ruling. By gamification I mean “the application of game-design elements and game principles in non-game contexts.” With this notion of gamification, we may as well read this dystopian trilogy as illustrating a different post-apocalyptic scenario in which entertainment and play can be utilized as a form of governance.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The gamification of ruling in the novel are investigated in four aspects. First, the Hunger Game is a mechanism of selecting the expendable (killable)—or even making all subordinated proletarians potentially killable—for a gladiator-like battle. The killable subject who fails to survive functions as a warning for those potential rebels; the killable who survives will be assigned as the state’s propagandist to justify the necessity and legitimacy of the Hunger Game. Second, the Hunger Game, also televised as a reality show, becomes a commercial “spectacle” for those privileged citizens in the Capitol. The life-and-death struggle among the expendable is thus visually consumed by the spectators in the Capitol. Third, events in the Hunger Game are broadcast as consumable “narratives”—such as Katniss and Peeta’s romance—for those reality show viewers who may sympathize with the killable subjects. Finally, refusing to play the Hunger Game, as is exemplified by the heroine Katniss’s later rebellion, is the possible way to challenge the state’s governance.
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	It is arguable that dystopian novels deal with the structure of control in future society, and illustrate how that structure effectuates domination over a large population with little resistance. Generally speaking, dystopian fiction reveals that violence and control are the common means for the ruling class to suppress rebellion, and, as readers, we are shown what possible forms of control are developed and to what extent violence is used to preserve the regime’s order. Although the scenarios of totalitarianism in dystopian novels can be seen as imaginary, the forms of control are logically possible according to the level of technology or techniques of surveillance developed in that fictional world. Take some well-known dystopian texts for example. In George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, authoritarianism is based on the system of policing that and propaganda. In Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, the fundamental religious state sustains its “purified” population through gender segregation and Nazism-like eugenics. And in the 2002 film, Equilibrium, whose backdrop is quite Orwellian, the government stabilizes the civil order by means of biomedical engineering under which all citizens are obliged to take a kind of drug that pacifies their emotions so that they sense no anger or dissidence towards the ruling party. In giving the three examples of dystopia—and I am aware that the list of kinds of fictional absolutist regimes is hardly exhaustive—I argue that the purpose of these dystopian texts is to show what possible forms of control might take place. And for readers who delight in the dystopian genre, what interests them is whether a dystopian text formulates a new possibility of control which is not yet imagined by any other writer. It is Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games trilogy that portrays a sovereign power in which politics is a composite of regulation and entertainment so that every subject is a game player who must obey the rules of politics.

	In the dystopian genre, Suzanne Collins’s political imaginary—whose incarnation is the totalitarian body called Panem with 12 Districts under control—can be said to be the first power system that makes gamified politics possible. For many readers, this kind of governance is quite contrary to their common idea about autocracy in which violence always relies on either bureaucratic policing or military oppression. Collins’s ingenious design is that gaming is not necessarily specific to entertainment industry, but that game playing serves as discursive practice that disciplines game participants more effectively than conventional means of control such as policing or army.

	Before going into the analysis, I would like to say that my reading is mainly based on the two film sequels, The Hunger Games (2012) and Catching Fire (2013), adapted from the first two novels in the trilogy. Let me first begin with the setting of the political structure of Panem and the design feature of the Hunger Games. Panem is run by a wealthy and technologically advanced city, the Capitol, which rules the surrounding twelve (originally thirteen) poorer districts. The story narrator and protagonist is Katniss Everdeen, living in District 12, the poorest area of Panem. As punishment for a past revolt against the Capitol, in which District 13 was annihilated, one boy and one girl in their teens, are selected by lottery to compete for survival in an annual event called the Hunger Games. The Games are a televised event in which the participants, called “tributes”, are forced to fight to death in a public arena. The winning tribute and his/her home district are then rewarded with food, supplies, and riches. The purposes of the Hunger Games are to provide entertainment for the Capitol and to remind the districts of the Capitol’s absolute power.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Panem’s setting is partly referenced from the entry of “The Hunger Games” in Wikipedia. (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Hunger_Games)] 


	As is known from the setting, the Huger Games is a political means for both punishment and entertainment. For subjects in the twelve districts, the Game successfully suppress rebellion through the mechanism of fear: if two tributes are sent to the life-and-death Game, the district is rendered free from destruction by the Capitol. On the contrary, for citizens in the Capitol, the Game serves as an entertainment-oriented public affair for which they are concerned about: first, the performance and ability of the tributes, and second, the spirit of district that the tributes represent. 

	What interests me is the entertainment aspect of gamified politics from the perspective of Capitol’s citizens. To analyze such politics, I would like to apply the newly emergent idea of “gamification” which derives the digital media industry (Deterding et al 1). According to Zichermann and Cunningham’s definition, gamification is the “process of game-thinking and game mechanics to engage users and solve problems generally in non-game contexts, such as marketing, workforce management, education, health and so on” (XIV). As Deterding has observed, there is “increasing societal adoption and institutionalization of video games, and “games and game elements have influences in shaping our daily life and interactions” (1). Gamification helps subjects engage in non-game activities where they are capable of gaining positive feedback, joy of use, improvement of user experience, and of even changing behavior pattern (Schrape 21). To facilitate these experiences, gamification builds up designing mechanics such as “point systems,” “leaderboards,” “badges,” “levels,” “training tutorials,” and “storification,” to name a few. 

	Technically speaking, the Hunger Games have some of the above-mentioned game design mechanics. 
First, a level system: before entering the arena, the tributes undergo an ability evaluation in which they are asked to demonstrate their best skill—whether used to survive in the dangerous environment or to kill the competitors. Those who can impress the game maker and government officials by performing effective killing tactics are favorably estimated and given more advantages. For instance, Katniss is ranked as the most competitive archer who gains the highest score in the evaluation of the 74th Hunger Games.
Second, a training system: each district’s tributes are trained by a “mentor,” a former winner of the Games. A mentor’s primary job is to provide invaluable knowledge and tips to tributes on how to survive against other tributes in the arena. Besides the training for survival, tributes are instructed by mentors how to act out a favorable public image so as to win support from the Capitol’s sponsors. 
Third, a badging system: A badge is awarded to a tribute who has accomplished a task that impresses sponsors. For example, Katniss and Peeta Mellark amaze their audience by displaying extraordinarily stylish costumes that best characterize their personality. They win a badge (which is also an advantage) because they make themselves recognizable to the audience.
Fourth, storification (narrative-making): As game designers point out, “narrative-driven games inspire specific storylines in the way that players create a story out of the material provided by the game” (qtd. in Schmidt and Nack 283). Storification is a process by which an audience interprets the narrative in a way that is close to what the gamemaker intended (Hannesson et al 190). As we can see, Capitol’s citizens do not regard the Hunger Games simply as a survival competition; rather, the tributes’ stories told in the interviews and the relationships developed through cooperation constitute narrational elements for the viewers. For example, Katniss and Peeta’s mutual support against enemies’ threat as well as how they breed love in hardship become a storyline of romance. This romance is the most captivating part of the televised game so that the audience find themselves identifying with the couple (Katniss & Peeta).

Many critics have pointed out that The Hunger Games are a modernized version of the “gladiator” games that originated in ancient Rome. The gladiatorial game “entails a ruthless government forcing people to fight to the death as popular entertainment,” and so do the Panem’s Hunger Games (Gresh 55). The gladiator game is said to have been used as a political means for the ruling class to corrupt Roman citizens so that they would not change the status quo. According to Lois H. Gresh, the gladiator game is based on the principle of “panem et circenses,” a Latin phrase meaning “bread and circuses” (55). The “bread of circuses” formula “offered a variety of pleasures such as: the distribution of food, public baths, gladiators, exotic animals, chariot races, sports competition, and theater representation. It was an efficient instrument in the hands of the Emperors to keep the population peaceful, and at the same time giving them the opportunity to voice themselves in these places of performance” (http://www.capitolium.org/eng/imperatori/circenses.htm). The original purpose of the gladiator game was to “depoliticize” the Roman population by offering them entertaining diversions so that they neglect their civil duty and overlook the ruler’s mismanagement. One may argue that this principle of bread and circuses also applies to Panem’s Hunger Games which are exploited by President Snow to alienate the citizens from political involvement. On the contrary, I will contend that the Capitol’s citizens are politically engaged. 

From a Foucauldian perspective, the Hunger Games is a system of policing in which the players, namely the Capitol’s citizens, collectively enact surveillance. The Hunger Games is a televised mega-event in which not only the twenty-four tributes but also commoners in the twelve districts are watched. In a sense, the televised event is a reality show where the tributes expected to live up to favorable images to attract sponsors’ attention. Besides, during the Hunger Games, anyone who makes annoyance or turbulence is spotted and immediately punished. To use Foucault’s idea of omnipresent surveillance, the Capitol functions as a panopticon. 

The Capitol’s citizens in this sense are part of President Snow’ surveying army. They judge and make decisions about how much advantage can be given to the tributes. Their surveillance affect how the tributes should behave in the reality show which becomes a spectacle. For example, the tributes, with help from prep teams that promote image-building, are instructed to manipulate their public appearance before the audience, especially in the costume parade (called chariot rides) and the interview with Caesar Flickerman, the reality show host. The citizens are connoisseurs to judge whether the tributes’ poise and self-image appeal to them. In the arena, the citizens also expect what relationships may be formed among the tributes. When they witness the intimacy between Katniss and Peeta, they find it so fascinating if the bond develops into a real romance. (The gamemaker notices that a romantic element appeals to the audience, so he, with Snow’s permission, changes the game rule to allow two surviving winners from the same district.) Knowing that the audience long for a love story, Katniss and Peeta act out falling in love. Even though the romance is not real, the young couple know that they will need to pretend their union. 

Conclusion
	This essay is an initial attempt to read The Hunger Games by using an interdisciplinary idea, gamification, which originates from the media industry. By gamification I mean “the application of game-design elements and game principles in non-game contexts.” With this notion of gamification, we may as well read this dystopian trilogy as illustrating a different post-apocalyptic scenario in which entertainment and play can be utilized as a form of governance.
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