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Selection: The Giver by Lois Lowry

Plot Summary


Jonas is apprehensive (something he is quite self-conscious about) before the impending ceremony where he, as a boy of twelve, will begin training for a career chosen for him by the Elders of his community. Jonas’ world is a futuristic one. It is a safe, orderly, utopian-seeming society where the lives of its constituents are carefully controlled to the point any ideas of disrespect and dissatisfaction are swiftly neutralized. Our young hero’s family, for instance, is a well-designed nuclear unit consisting of his parents, his younger sister and him. His male best friend, Asher, a class clown, and Fiona, a friend and fellow volunteer at the book’s version of an “old folks’ home,” further flesh out the supporting cast. The Jonas-Fiona dynamic is of particular interest, as Jonas finds her attractive, but those “Stirrings” have no place in their society, and Jonas is given a pill to put the kibosh on his pubescent desires. During the actual ceremony, everyone receives a career assignment, except for Jonas, who is mysteriously skipped. This is done to announce, however, that he has been selected based on his merits and his ability to “see beyond” as a Receiver of Memory, a task of immense importance. He immediately, as a Receiver-in-training, goes under tutelage of the current Receiver, who calls himself The Giver. The Giver, who has grown old and weary of his job, does just that, giving memories to Jonas to prepare for him his role as a sponge for memories of past societies and events as well as to alleviate his own burden of storing all these recollections. Initially, the memories are fun and exciting; Jonas’ first experience with memory involves sledding. Soon, though, the memories The Giver transmits begin to encompass the wide range of emotions and scenarios that compose the human condition, such as pain, loneliness, hunger and even love. These experiences color Jonas’ world both literally and figuratively. Pertaining to the former, in the move to Sameness, his society abandoned color, and his abilities (he does see glimpses of color before his assignment) paired with the memories allow him to see the now-forgotten phenomenon. More than just visually, however, these memories complicate his view of his surroundings, and he approaches his old existence as the enlightened soul from Plato’s allegory of the cave might. Jonas, simply put, is a changed man who cannot go back to the dark, emotionally-meaningless state of this futuristic community, especially after learning about love as well as the gruesome practice of “releasing” – a euphemism for murder – people who are threats to the societal order. Consequently, Jonas rebels. In the beginning, he simply neglects to take the pills that curb his sexual urges. By the end, however, Jonas flees his world in hopes of finding a supposed Elsewhere where a more complete existence is possible, all the while keeping a young child named Gabriel in tow. Gabriel, marked for death because he is physically inadequate and emotionally imbalanced, serves to be a Receiver to Jonas’ Giver, is symbolic of the hope for a world of freedom, love, honesty and hope. The book closes with Jonas and Gabriel reaching the sled from his first received memory, and leaves us unsure of their final outcome.
Applications to the Classroom, Diversity and Literacy


Diversity is an obvious theme in The Giver. Jonas’ wholesale rejection of his realm of Sameness is a parable for our own need to appreciate diversity, a person’s right to choose as well as the need for a conduit to express genuine emotion. (Perhaps this is a commentary about society as a whole, but this can be more narrowly read as a commentary on America given our ideals of democracy and our Puritanical heritage.) The concept of diversity is relevant for the composition of the audience as well, though. While this book is arguably appropriate for middle schoolers, it can also be used in high school and beyond, particularly for struggling readers. Also, and to address a topic of interest to me, The Giver may serve well to encourage boys to read in light of Jonas, a strong male lead, as well as the applications to the science-fiction genre. As for how to teach this book, Lowry’s novel can be supplemented with discussion of Plato’s aforementioned allegory and/or Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World in older classrooms. In addition, as a critical thinking exercise, students can be encouraged to think what positives exist in Jonas’ society; thus, they are discouraged from limited binary reasoning. As for literacy skills, making inferences and drawing conclusions would be well served with this text given Lowry’s intentional use of ambiguity to entice the reader. For example, Lowry’s narrator hides from us that Jonas sees flashes of color early on, and so the students can be engaged by predicting what they think is going on with Jonas’ perception of the apple (p. 24).
