
they shoot horses don t they

They shoot horses don’t they is a phrase that has transcended its original context, becoming a cultural
reference point in discussions about despair, competition, and the human condition. Originating from the
1935 novel by Horace McCoy, this phrase encapsulates the grim reality of the Great Depression era, where
the struggle for survival often led individuals to confront their limits. The story, which later inspired a
successful film adaptation, revolves around a dance marathon in which desperate participants vie for a cash
prize, highlighting themes of desperation, endurance, and the darker side of human ambition. In this
article, we will explore the origins of the phrase, its significance in literature and film, and its broader
implications in contemporary society.

Origins of the Phrase

The Novel by Horace McCoy

"They Shoot Horses, Don't They?" was published in 1935 during a time when America was grappling with
the Great Depression. The novel follows a group of impoverished individuals who participate in a grueling
dance marathon, where the competition is as much about survival as it is about entertainment. McCoy's
narrative delves deep into the psychological and physical toll of the marathon, exploring how the
characters become increasingly desensitized to their suffering.

The title itself raises critical questions about the nature of suffering and the ethical boundaries of human
endurance. The phrase suggests a point of no return, where the pain becomes unbearable. It serves as a
metaphor for the harsh realities faced by the characters and, by extension, society during that period.

Film Adaptation

In 1969, "They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?" was adapted into a film directed by Sidney Pollack. Starring
Jane Fonda, Michael Sarrazin, and Gig Young, the film brought the story to a broader audience and
received critical acclaim. It was nominated for nine Academy Awards, winning one for Best Supporting
Actor (Gig Young).

The film adaptation retains the core themes of the novel but adds visual elements that heighten the
emotional impact. The dance marathons are depicted as chaotic and brutal, reinforcing the desperation of the
characters. The film not only highlights the personal struggles of the participants but also critiques the
societal structures that drive them to such extremes.



Thematic Analysis

The Desperation of the Human Condition

At its core, "They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?" is a commentary on the human condition and the lengths to
which people will go when faced with desperation. The dance marathon serves as a microcosm of society,
exposing the competitive nature of human beings and the survival instinct that drives them.

- Isolation: Many characters in the story are isolated, both physically and emotionally. They turn to the
marathon as a means of connection, yet the competition ultimately exacerbates their loneliness.
- Desperation: The participants are driven by financial need, showcasing how economic hardship can push
individuals to their limits.
- Moral Ambiguity: The phrase itself raises questions about morality. Should we allow suffering to continue
when it becomes unbearable? The novel and film challenge the audience to consider where the line is
drawn between endurance and cruelty.

Competition and the Destruction of the Human Spirit

The relentless competition in the dance marathon symbolizes broader societal pressures. The characters are
pitted against one another, forced to endure physical and emotional pain in pursuit of a fleeting reward.
This competition reflects the capitalist ethos of the time, where success often came at the expense of others.

- Exploitation: The organizers of the marathon exploit the participants’ desperation, profiting off their
suffering. This dynamic raises ethical questions about the responsibility of those in power.
- Sacrifice: Characters are forced to sacrifice their dignity and humanity for a chance at survival, illustrating
the lengths to which people will go in dire circumstances.
- Hope and Despair: The tension between hope and despair is palpable throughout the narrative. Moments
of hope are often followed by crushing disappointment, reflecting the unpredictable nature of life during
the Great Depression.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

Influence on Literature and Film

"They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?" has left an indelible mark on literature and film. Its themes resonate



with audiences, prompting discussions about the nature of competition, suffering, and the human spirit.
The phrase itself has become a shorthand for discussions about the ethical treatment of individuals in
competitive environments.

- Literary References: The novel has inspired various authors and playwrights to explore similar themes of
desperation and endurance, often using competition as a backdrop.
- Film and Television: The phrase has been referenced in numerous films and television shows, often in
contexts that highlight the darker aspects of human ambition.

Modern Relevance

In today’s society, the themes explored in "They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?" remain relevant, particularly
in discussions about mental health, societal pressures, and the gig economy. The relentless pursuit of success
can lead individuals to experience burnout, anxiety, and despair.

- Mental Health Awareness: The conversation around mental health has gained traction, with many
recognizing the importance of addressing the psychological toll of competition and societal expectations.
- Economic Pressures: The gig economy echoes the desperation of the characters in McCoy’s novel, as many
individuals find themselves in precarious positions, striving for financial stability.
- Ethics of Competition: As society grapples with issues of inequality and exploitation, the ethical
implications of competition continue to be debated, reflecting the moral dilemmas posed in the original
story.

Conclusion

They shoot horses don’t they is more than just a phrase; it is a poignant reflection on the human
experience. Through the lens of Horace McCoy's novel and its film adaptation, we are invited to confront
the harsh realities of competition, desperation, and the ethical dilemmas that arise in the pursuit of survival.
The legacy of this phrase endures, prompting ongoing discussions about the nature of suffering and the
resilience of the human spirit in the face of adversity. As we navigate the complexities of modern life, the
lessons embedded in this narrative remain ever relevant, urging us to reflect on our own struggles and the
societal structures that influence them.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main theme of 'They Shoot Horses, Don't They'?
The main theme revolves around the desperation and despair of individuals during the Great Depression,
highlighting the lengths people will go to for survival and the dehumanizing effects of economic hardship.

Who is the author of 'They Shoot Horses, Don't They'?
The novel was written by Horace McCoy and published in 1935.

What is the significance of the title 'They Shoot Horses, Don't They'?
The title refers to the idea that when horses become too weak to perform, they are often euthanized; this
metaphor reflects the treatment of humans in desperate situations as well.

What type of competition is central to the story's plot?
The plot centers around a grueling dance marathon, where participants compete for a cash prize while
enduring extreme physical and emotional strain.

How does the setting of the Great Depression influence the characters in
the story?
The Great Depression serves as a backdrop that amplifies the characters' struggles and motivations, as they
seek hope and a chance for a better life amidst economic ruin.

What role does the character Gloria play in 'They Shoot Horses, Don't
They'?
Gloria is a central character who embodies the despair and determination of those striving to escape their
dire circumstances, showcasing the emotional toll of the dance marathon.

How has 'They Shoot Horses, Don't They' been adapted beyond
literature?
The novel was adapted into a successful film in 1969, directed by Sydney Pollack, which further
popularized its themes and characters.

What does the ending of 'They Shoot Horses, Don't They' signify?
The ending signifies the culmination of despair and the loss of hope, as well as the moral ambiguity of the
characters' choices in their struggle for survival.
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