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INTRODUCTION: THE HAUNTING
PHRASE "THEY SHOOT HORSES
DON'T THEY"

The phrase "They Shoot Horses Don't
They" carries a weight that far exceeds
its simple grammatical structure. It is a
question that implies a grim certainty—a
commentary on how society discards the
broken,  the  exhausted,  and  the
inconvenient.  Originating  from  Horace
McCoy's 1935 novel, the line has since

become  a  cultural  shorthand  for  the
ruthless  efficiency  of  the  American
Dream, the savagery of competition, and
the despair of the Great Depression. The
novel  and  its  famous  1969  film
adaptation  endure  because  they  ask
uncomfortable questions: What happens
to people when they can no longer keep
up? And who decides when it is time to
"put them out of their misery"? In this
article,  we  will  explore  the  origins,
themes,  adaptations,  and  enduring
legacy of  this  powerful  work,  all  while
examining  why  the  question  "They
Shoot Horses Don't They"  continues
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to resonate in modern culture.

THE BIRTH OF A DARK CLASSIC:
HORACE MCCOY'S NOVEL

Horace  McCoy  was  a  former  circus
performer  and  pulp  magazine  writer
before  he  published  his  most  famous
novel.  "They  Shoot  Horses  Don't
They"  (1935)  was  a  radical  departure
from  the  typical  Depression-era  fiction.
Set  entirely  within  the  confines  of  a
grueling  dance  marathon  held  on  a
Santa Monica pier, the story follows two
desperate  strangers,  Robert  Syverten
and  Gloria  Beatty,  who  partner  up  in
hopes of winning a cash prize. The novel
is narrated in short, fragmented chapters
that  alternate  between  the  marathon
itself  and  flash-forwards  to  Robert
awaiting execution in prison for Gloria's

murder.  This  nonlinear  structure,
influenced  by  literary  modernism,  was
ahead  of  its  time.

A Dance
Marathon as a
Microcosm of
Society
McCoy uses the dance marathon—a real
phenomenon  of  the  1930s  where
couples  danced  for  days  or  weeks  on
end  for  pr ize  money  and  publ ic
entertainment—as a brutal metaphor for
the capitalist  struggle.  The contestants
are  not  dancers;  they  are  exhausted,
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starving,  and  humiliated.  They  are
prodded by a cruel emcee, subjected to
"sprint" races, and eliminated when they
collapse.  The  novel's  power  lies  in  its
refusal  to  romanticize  the  struggle.
Instead,  it  presents  a  world  where
entertainment  is  built  on  human
suffering.  The  title  itself  comes  from  a
conversation between Robert and Gloria:
she muses that when a horse breaks its
leg in a race, it is shot to end its pain.
She wonders why no one does the same
fo r  peop le .  Th i s  s i ng l e  image
encapsulates the novel's cynical view of
a  society  that  will  push  you  to  the
breaking point and then discard you.

THE 1969 FILM: BRINGING THE
DANCE MARATHON TO THE

SCREEN

While the novel  was a cult  favorite,  it
was  Sydney  Pollack's  1969  film
adaptation that cemented "They Shoot
Horses  Don't  They"  in  the  public
consciousness.  Starring  Jane  Fonda  as
Gloria  and Michael  Sarrazin as Robert,
the  film  expanded  the  story's  scope
while  retaining  its  claustrophobic
intensity.  Pollack  turned  the  dance
marathon  into  a  visually  spectacular
arena  of  despair.  The  film  was
nominated  for  nine  Academy  Awards,
winning one for Gig Young's performance
as the cynical and manipulative emcee
Rocky.
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Key Differences
and Cinematic

Innovations
The  film  adds  several  characters  and
subplots  that  were absent  or  minor  in
the novel. Susannah York plays Alice, a
pregnant woman desperate for money,
and Red Buttons plays Sailor, an aging
former sailor who eventually dies during
the  contest.  These  additions  heighten
the  sense  of  shared  misery.  The  film's
use  of  brutal  close-ups,  a  handheld
camera,  and  a  cacophonous  sound
design  of  dance  music  and  screaming
crowds  immerses  the  viewer  in  the
marathon's  madness.  Jane  Fonda's

portrayal of Gloria—bitter, half-mad, and
unflinchingly  honest—remains  one  of
cinema's  great  performances.  The  film
asks: what kind of world forces people to
dance until they die? The answer is the
same as in the novel: a world that has
already abandoned them.

THEMES AND SYMBOLISM: MORE
THAN A DANCE CONTEST

At its core, "They Shoot Horses Don't
They"  is  an  al legory.  The  dance
marathon  represents  the  relentless
pursuit  of  success  under  capitalism—a
contest where participants are pushed to
physical  and  mental  collapse  for  the
amusement  of  spectators  who  bet  on
who  will  fall  first.  The  film's  title  is  the
key  to  its  meaning.
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The Horse as Metaphor: The
horse that breaks its leg is shot
out of mercy. But the contestants
are not shown mercy. They are
allowed to suffer until they can no
longer stand. The implicit critique
is that society treats its poor and
desperate like crippled
animals—except without the
kindness of a bullet.
The American Dream
Subverted: Every character
enters the marathon believing that
if they just hold on a little longer,
they will win. But the marathon is
rigged. The rules change. The
sponsors profit. The dream is a
trap.
Spectatorship and Cruelty: The
audience in the film is complicit.

They cheer for collapses, they bet
on deaths. This reflects a broader
societal appetite for "reality"
entertainment that exploits
suffering. In the 21st century, this
theme resonates more than ever
with the rise of violent reality TV
and social media humiliation.
Female Desperation and
Agency: Gloria is not a passive
victim. She is angry, aggressive,
and fully aware of the
hopelessness of her situation. Her
request to Robert to shoot her,
essentially, is a horrifying act of
agency—she chooses death over a
life of poverty and abuse. The
novel and film refuse to
sentimentalize her.
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CULTURAL IMPACT AND
ENDURING REFERENCES

The  question  "They  Shoot  Horses
Don't They" has seeped into the lexicon
of popular culture. It appears in songs by
The Smiths ("Well I Wonder"), The Jesus
and Mary Chain, and even in a track by
the band Darkest  Hour.  The phrase is
often  used  to  comment  on  despair,
hopelessness,  or  the  pointlessness  of
certain struggles. Beyond music, the film
influenced later dystopian works such as
T h e  H u n g e r  G a m e s ,  w h e r e
entertainment is built on the suffering of
marginalized  contestants.  The  dance
marathon itself has been referenced in
television shows like It's Always Sunny in
Philadelphia  and  Buffy  the  Vampire
Slayer.

Why It Still
Matters Today
In  an  era  of  economic  precarity,  gig
economy burnout, and viral humiliation,
the  themes  of  "They  Shoot  Horses
Don't  They"  are  disturbingly  current.
The film's depiction of people pushed to
their  limits  for  a  chance  at  survival
mirrors the experience of many workers
today. The marathon's sponsors (hot dog
sales, advertising) anticipate the modern
influencer  economy  where  people
monetize their own suffering. The novel's
cynical  conclusion—that  there  is  no
escape, no salvation, only endurance or
death—still feels true to those trapped in
cycles  of  poverty.  The  title's  harsh
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question  remains  unanswered:  if  we
shoot horses, why not people? Because
we prefer to watch them dance.

ANALYZING THE TITLE: THE
QUESTION THAT BINDS IT ALL

The  title  "They Shoot  Horses  Don't
They"  is  grammatically  odd—it  is  a
declarative  statement  turned  into  a
question. That ambiguity is intentional. It
implies that the answer is obvious: yes,
they do shoot horses. But the question
also opens a door: shouldn't we extend
the same mercy to humans? Or,  more
cynically,  don't  we already? The novel
and  film  show  that  society  does  not
shoot the broken; it exploits them until
they  die  naturally.  The  tit le  thus
becomes  an  accusation.  The  phrase
lingers because it is a question we are

afraid to answer honestly. It asks us to
confront our own complicity.

The Role of the
"They"
Who  are  "they"?  The  sponsors?  The
audience?  The  government?  Society
itself? The amorphous "they" suggests a
diffuse,  impersonal  force  that  decides
who lives and who suffers. The "they" in
the novel is the same "they" that runs
the  marathon—faceless,  corporate,
indifferent.  By  using  the  plural,  McCoy
universalizes  the  cruelty.  It  is  not  a
single  vil lain;  it  is  a  system.  This
abstraction  makes  the  work  timeless.
Every  generation  can  fill  in  the  blank
with  its  own  "they":  the  banks,  the
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corporations, the algorithm, the state.

CONCLUSION: A DANCE THAT
NEVER ENDS

"They  Shoot  Horses  Don't  They"
remains  a  benchmark  of  b leak,
uncompromising  storytelling.  Its  power
lies  not  in  offering  solutions  but  in
forcing the reader or viewer to sit with
discomfort. The dance marathon is over,

but  the  question  persists:  why  do  we
accept a world that grinds people down
for others' amusement? As long as there
are  contestants  stumbling  on  broken
feet while the crowd cheers, the phrase
will  echo.  The  novel  and  film  do  not  let
us look away. They demand that we ask:
who, if anyone, will show mercy? And in
the absence of that mercy, what are we
willing to do to survive—or to escape?


