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Appalachian Girl Power: A Review of Suzanne 

Collins’s The Hunger Games 

By Rachel Parsons 

 At the beginning of the summer of 2011, my mother 

showed me a book. She told me that this was one of the best 

books she’d ever read. To my surprise, the book she was 

offering me was a young adult novel. My mother enjoys 

Appalachian fiction and nonfiction, and to my knowledge, the 

only other young adult novel she’s ever thought so highly of was 

Madeleine L’engle’s A Wrinkle in Time, first published in 1962 

and read by my mother in 1977. However, the book my mother 

was telling me about was not a well known, well beloved story 

from her childhood. This was a book I’d never heard of before 

called The Hunger Games. 

 This was the first book of a series. Later, I would read 

the two books that followed it, Catching Fire and Mockingjay, 

but the first book is the book that deserves the praise for its 

ability to draw a new reader in and get them completely hooked. 

My mom didn’t even mention the other two books to me until 

I’d gotten myself immersed in The Hunger Games, and by then it was too late to stop. I had to 

finish the entire series, and pronto. 

 The writer, Suzanne Collins, started her career in 1991 as a writer for children’s TV 

shows, and later wrote children’s books after that. She lives in Connecticut with her family, and 
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says that The Hunger Games was inspired by the Greek myth of Theseus and the Minotaur, and 

also by her father’s serving in the Air Force. She was named one of the most influential people 

of 2010 by Time magazine. I didn’t know all of this about Collins at the time, and it might have 

encouraged me to start the book sooner if I had, but as it was, I was hesitant. 

 Since finishing Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, back in 2007, I had been in a 

reading slump, and I was wary of any book offered to me. I’d read a few new books, but none 

could measure up to the epic Harry Potter series that had taken up years of my childhood. 

However, my mother insisted that I at least give The Hunger Games a try, and she had the book 

right there, so I gave in. “This book,” my mother said, “is about a girl from Appalachia.” Since 

she had also told me that The Hunger Games was a dystopian future science fiction novel, I was 

having trouble fitting my head around the notion that it could have an Appalachian main 

character. I approached the first chapter with caution. 

Imagine my surprise upon being introduced to Katniss Everdeen, daughter of a coal 

miner. The country that Katniss lives in is known as Panem. Think about a version of the United 

States where the government is completely corrupt, the rich take advantage of the poor, and then 

imagine that instead of selling us cars and hot tubs to keep us happy, those in power use fear 

tactics to keep the rest of the country in line. You’ll have Panem in a nutshell. It is a future 

version of the U.S., where the country is divided up into 12 districts that must all serve the 

Capitol, where the rich comfortably reside.  

In the first chapter, I recognized my own home of southern West Virginia in the coal dust 

covered town of District 12, where Katniss and her family reside. More than that, I was also 

presented with the heroine I’d been looking for since I was a small child. Katniss Everdeen is 

everything a girl from Appalachia hopes and has to be. She is strong, she is smart, and she has 
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pushed aside her own needs for the good of her family. From the start, she is determined to 

protect her younger sister Prim, and I could identify with that when I read the book. Family is 

important where I’m from, and none more so than my own little brothers. Katniss had my 

attention immediately because I knew her – I was her, and am her. 

 As a young female reader, I want a female lead character with both strength and 

sensitivity. Instead of a girl who rejects everything “girly” or, conversely, a girl who doesn’t like 

to get her hands dirty, I am most impressed with a character that embodies both “girly” and 

“tomboy.” Katniss is a young girl, still unsure of herself at the age of 16. While struggling to 

support her small family during hard times, she is also faced with the dilemma of boys and 

romance. She’s not the kind of girl to draw hearts in school notebooks, but she’s shy and nervous 

about “feelings.” In order to feed her mother and younger sister, she’s learned to hunt for food 

with a bow and arrows. She tries to compensate for the loss of her father to the coal mines by 

assuming his role as provider. However, Katniss is not all grown up like she thinks she is. She 

still has a lot of growing up to do.  

In order to keep everyone under control, the Capitol hosts the Hunger Games every year. 

From each of the 12 districts, a girl and a boy between the ages of 12 to 18 are chosen by the 

government to fight in the Hunger Games, a tournament broadcasted live, where the children 

must fight to the death until there is only one winner left. The names of all the children old 

enough are placed on slips of paper. These slips of paper are divided up into two glass balls, the 

girls and the boys, and a name is pulled from each. This event is known as the Reaping. When 

her younger sister Prim is chosen for the Games, Katniss volunteers to take Prim’s place. The 

adventure that follows will test Katniss in every way possible.  
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Throughout the story, Katniss and the rest of the cast are completely, almost horribly, 

human. Their faults, rather than their more positive attributes, are emphasized. Even the hero, 

Katniss, is constantly at war with herself. Sometimes she’s petty and selfish, and sometimes 

she’s just scared and not sure she’ll make it through. Katniss knows how to shoot a bow, and her 

hard life in District 12 has made her tough as nails, but in this tournament, she’s up against kids 

from districts that train their children for it like athletes, and kids from rougher parts of Panem 

who have lived even harder lives then Katniss. Collins does a masterful job of making Katniss a 

hero with depth, with faults, and with heart. 

Katniss’s budding relationship with the boy chosen from her district, Peeta Mellark, is 

not a “love at first sight” sort of thing. Peeta’s sweet and gentle nature is in direct opposition to 

Katniss’s hard personality and she is at first surprised and disturbed by Peeta’s advances. It’s not 

a matter of falling in love with him; Katniss comes to love Peeta, and not necessarily in a 

romantic sense, through their trials together.  

All the while, the knowledge that only one person can win the Hunger Games tempers 

any possible connection she might forge with the other children chosen. Every step of the way, 

the reader cannot help but question, “Will it be Katniss or will she sacrifice herself for someone 

else?” Katniss is a martyr, but she promised her family that she would return, and so she must 

battle with herself. Should she let another contestant win, or should she get blood on her hands in 

order to return to her mother and sister, who still need her?  

This book is definitely a page turner, and I found that I couldn’t put it down because with 

every page I read, I had to know what happened to Katniss in the next one. Since the book is 

written in 1
st
 person from Katniss’s point of view, I was really able to get inside her head and 
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experience the story as she experienced it. I was rooting for her every step of the way as I 

watched her grow and learn. 

The connection I felt to Katniss was a big part of the reason why I tore through the book 

so quickly. She’s a realistic hero for women and girls, who can recognize Katniss’s struggles to 

do the right thing and make the right choice. To me, I felt that I could see the values I’d grown 

up with reflected in Katniss; take care of family, and always do what’s right, no matter what. I 

admired Katniss like no other female character I’ve ever read in a work of fiction and I wanted 

her to make it through all of her trials and come out a stronger person.  

At the end of The Hunger Games, I could not wait to get my hands on the rest of the 

trilogy. I had it finished within a week of starting the first book. As the first book in the series, 

The Hunger Games does an excellent job of drawing the reader in and capturing their attention, 

so that they won’t be able to stop there. The first book is only the tip of the iceberg, and is a 

brilliant introduction to Collins’s suspenseful, emotional trip to the future. I tip my hat to 

Suzanne Collins for her amazing character development, her spot-on depiction of government 

corruption, and her very readable writing style that had me enthralled, and I give her a big two 

thumbs up. I recommend The Hunger Games to anyone looking for an emotional, intelligent, 

suspenseful novel that will lead you into an even bigger adventure. 


