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Introduction to "They Shoot Horses, Don't They?"

They Shoot Horses, Don’t They? is a powerful novel written by Horace McCoy, first published in
1935. Set during the Great Depression, the story tackles complex themes of desperation, ambition,
and the human condition against the backdrop of a grueling dance marathon. McCoy's work has left a
significant mark on American literature, combining social commentary with a gripping narrative that
continues to resonate with readers today.

Overview of the Plot

The novel revolves around a group of contestants in a dance marathon held in a California ballroom.
The protagonist, Gloria Beatty, is a disillusioned and determined young woman who, along with her
partner, seeks to win the prize money offered to the last couple standing. The dance marathon is not
merely a contest of endurance but a reflection of the harsh realities faced by individuals during the
economic turmoil of the 1930s.

Setting and Context

Set in a time when the American Dream seemed elusive, the dance marathon serves as a microcosm
of society's struggles. Participants range from the desperate to the hopeful, each with their own
reasons for competing. The ballroom is filled with the sounds of music, laughter, and the underlying
tension of desperation as the contestants dance for their lives, both literally and metaphorically.

Key Themes

The novel explores several important themes that give depth to the narrative and invite readers to
reflect on their own lives and society as a whole.

Desperation and Survival

The characters in the novel are driven by desperation. Many are looking for a way out of their
economic hardships, believing that winning the marathon could be their ticket to a better life. The
relentless nature of the marathon exemplifies the lengths to which people will go to survive, as well
as the moral compromises they may make along the way.



Human Relationships

Human relationships are tested in the marathon setting. The pressure of competition forces
characters to confront their own ambitions and the sacrifices they must make. Trust and betrayal
become central themes as alliances form and crumble, highlighting the fragility of human connections
when survival is at stake.

The Nature of Ambition

Ambition is portrayed as both a driving force and a source of destruction. Characters like Gloria are
ambitious but often realize that their dreams may lead to their undoing. The pursuit of success in the
context of the marathon reveals the darker sides of ambition, showcasing how it can lead to
exploitation and despair.

Character Analysis

The characters in “They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?” are richly developed, each representing different
facets of society during the Great Depression.

Gloria Beatty

Gloria Beatty is the central character, embodying resilience and disillusionment. Her backstory
reveals a woman who has faced numerous disappointments and is determined to change her fate. As
the marathon progresses, her character evolves, showcasing the emotional toll of the competition and
her struggle with her identity.

Robert Syverten

Robert Syverten is Gloria's dance partner, representing a more naive perspective. While he shares
Gloria's ambition, he also holds onto hope and dreams of a better future. His character contrasts with
Gloria's growing cynicism, and their dynamic adds complexity to the narrative.

The Other Contestants

The supporting characters in the novel, including other contestants and the organizers, serve to
highlight the varying degrees of desperation and ambition. Each character brings a unique story that
enriches the overall narrative, creating a tapestry of human experience during a challenging time.



Symbolism in the Novel

McCoy employs various symbols throughout the novel that enhance its themes and messages.

The Dance Marathon

The marathon itself is a significant symbol, representing the struggle for survival and the lengths to
which people will go to achieve their dreams. The relentless nature of the event mirrors the relentless
struggle of individuals during the Great Depression.

The Title

The title, “They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?” serves as a poignant metaphor for the treatment of the
vulnerable in society. It raises questions about the morality of society's treatment of those who can no
longer keep up with the demands placed upon them. The phrase implies a sense of finality and the
harsh reality of survival, indicating that when an individual is no longer useful, they may be discarded.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, “They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?” received mixed reviews but has since gained
recognition as an important work of American literature. Critics and readers have praised McCoy’s
ability to capture the essence of the human experience amid adversity.

Influence on Literature and Film

The novel's impact extends beyond literature; it was adapted into a film in 1969, which further
popularized the story. The film, starring Jane Fonda and Michael Sarrazin, brought McCoy's themes to
a wider audience and contributed to the cultural discourse surrounding the Great Depression and the
nature of ambition and survival.

Conclusion

“They Shoot Horses, Don’t They?” remains a poignant exploration of the human spirit in the face of
adversity. Horace McCoy’s narrative invites readers to reflect on their own ambitions, relationships,
and the societal structures that influence individual destinies. The themes of desperation, the nature
of ambition, and the struggles of the human condition resonate as strongly today as they did when
the novel was first published. As we navigate our own challenges in contemporary society, McCoy’s
work serves as a reminder of the enduring nature of these issues and the complexities of the human
experience.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'They Shoot Horses,
Don't They?' by Horace McCoy?
The main themes include the desperation of the Great Depression, the moral ambiguity of survival,
the brutality of entertainment, and the human condition under extreme circumstances.

How does the setting of the 1930s influence the characters in
'They Shoot Horses, Don't They?'?
The 1930s setting, marked by economic hardship and social despair, shapes the characters'
motivations and actions, highlighting their struggles for dignity and survival in a world that often
dehumanizes them.

What role does the dance marathon play in the narrative of
'They Shoot Horses, Don't They?'?
The dance marathon serves as a microcosm of society, showcasing the extremes people will go to for
fame and survival, while also reflecting the dehumanizing effects of competition and societal
pressure.

How does Horace McCoy use symbolism in 'They Shoot
Horses, Don't They?'?
McCoy employs symbolism through elements like the dance marathon itself, representing the
struggle for survival, and the title's reference to mercy and the ethical dilemmas surrounding life and
death.

What is the significance of the title 'They Shoot Horses, Don't
They?'?
The title suggests a commentary on mercy killing and the idea that when something is suffering and
no longer useful, it is often deemed acceptable to end its life, mirroring the fate of the characters in
the story who are trapped in their own suffering.
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