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      Context

      
      Lois lowry was born in 1937 in
         Honolulu, Hawaii. Because her father was in the army, Lowry moved
         around as a child. She lived in several different countries, including
         Japan. She attended Brown University, where she was a writing major,
         but left college before graduation to get married. Lowry’s marriage
         did not last, but she had four children who became a major inspiration
         for her work. She finished her college degree at the University
         of Maine and worked as a housekeeper to earn a living. She continued
         to write, however, filled with ideas by the adventures of her children.
         In addition to working on young adult novels, Lowry also wrote textbooks
         and worked as a photographer specializing in children’s portraits.
      

      
      For her first novel, A Summer to Die, Lowry
         received the International Reading Association Children’s Book Award
         in 1978. The novel tells the story of a thirteen-year-old
         girl’s complex feelings toward her older sister, who is dying. Lowry
         has said that she does not like to include directly autobiographical
         information in her books, but it is possible that some of Lowry’s
         experience seeped into A Summer to Die, as Lowry’s
         own sister died of cancer.
      

      
      Since then, Lowry has written more than twenty books for
         young adults, including the popular Anastasia series
         and Number the Stars, which won the Newbery Medal
         and the National Jewish Book Award in 1990.
         She was inspired to write The Giver—which won the 1994 Newbery
         medal—after visiting her elderly father in a nursing home. He had
         lost most of his long-term memory, and it occurred to Lowry that
         without memory there is no longer any pain. She imagined a society
         where the past was deliberately forgotten, which would allow the
         inhabitants to live in a kind of peaceful ignorance. The flaws inherent
         in such a society, she realized, would show the value of individual
         and community memory: although a loss of memory might mean a loss
         of pain, it also means a loss of lasting human relationships and
         connections with the past.
      

      
      The society Lowry depicts in The Giver is
         a utopian society—a perfect world as envisioned by its creators.
         It has eliminated fear, pain, hunger, illness, conflict, and hatred—all
         things that most of us would like to eliminate in our own society.
         But in order to maintain the peace and order of their society, the
         citizens of the community in The Giver have to
         submit to strict rules governing their behavior, their relationships,
         and even their language. Individual freedom and human passions add
         a chaotic element to society, and in The Giver even
         the memory of freedom and passion, along with the pain and conflict
         that human choice and emotion often cause, must be suppressed. In
         effect, the inhabitants of the society, though they are happy and
         peaceful, also lack the basic freedoms and pleasures that our own
         society values.
      

      
      In this way, The Giver is part of the
         tradition of dystopian novels written in English,
         including George Orwell’s 1984 and
         Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World. In these novels,
         societies that might seem to be perfect because all the inhabitants
         are well fed or healthy or seemingly happy are revealed to be profoundly
         flawed because they limit the intellectual or emotional freedom
         of the individual. 1984 and Brave
            New World both feature characters who awaken to the richness
         of experience possible outside the confines of the society, but
         they are either destroyed by the society or reassimilated before
         they can make any significant changes. The books function as warnings
         to the reader: do not let this happen to your society.
      

      
      The message of The Giver is slightly
         more optimistic: by the end of the novel, we believe that Jonas
         has taken a major step toward awakening his community to the rich
         possibilities of life. The novel is also slightly less realistic:
         although the technological advances that allow the community to
         function are scientifically feasible, the relationship between Jonas
         and the Giver has magical overtones. But Lowry’s dystopian society
         shares many aspects with those of 1984 and Brave
            New World: the dissolution of close family connections
         and loyalty; the regulation or repression of sexuality; the regulation
         of careers, marriages, and reproduction; the subjugation of the
         individual to the community; and constant government monitoring
         of individual behavior.
      

      
      The Giver was published in 1993,
         a time when public consciousness of political correctness was at
         a peak, and this historical context is interestingly echoed in some
         aspects of the society that Lowry portrays. One of the most prominent
         debates surrounding political correctness was—and is—the value of
         celebrating differences between people versus the value of making
         everyone in a society feel that they belong. The society in The
            Giver’s emphasis on “Sameness” can be seen as a critique
         of the politically correct tendency to ignore significant
         differences between individuals in order to avoid seeming prejudiced
         or discriminatory. At the same time, the society refuses to tolerate
         major differences between individuals at all: people who cannot
         be easily assimilated into the society are released. Lowry suggests
         that while tolerance is essential, it should never be achieved at
         the expense of true diversity.
      

      
      In The Giver, Lowry tackles other issues
         that emerged as significant social questions in the early 1990s.
         The anti-abortion versus pro-life controversy raged hotly, and new
         questions arose concerning the ethics of a family’s right to choose
         to end the life of a terminally ill family member (euthanasia) and
         an individual’s right to end his or her own life (assisted suicide).
         Questions about reproductive rights and the nature of the family
         unit also arose due to advances in genetic and reproductive technology.
         Books such as Hillary Clinton’s It Takes a Village and
         increased press coverage of single parents, extended families, gay
         parents, and community child-rearing raised complex questions about
         the forms families could take and the ways they could work.
      

      
      Lowry’s willingness to take on these issues in The
            Giver, as well as her insistence on treating all aspects
         of life in the community, has made The Giver one
         of the most frequently censored books in school libraries and curricula.
         Some parents are upset by the novel’s depictions of sexuality and
         violence, and feel that their middle-school and high-school aged
         children are unprepared to deal with issues like euthanasia and
         suicide. Ironically, their desire to protect their children from
         these realities is not dissimilar to the novel’s community’s attempts
         to keep its citizens ignorant about—and safe from—sex, violence,
         and pain, both physical and psychological.
      

      
   
      Plot Overview

      
      The giver is written
         from the point of view of Jonas, an eleven-year-old boy living in
         a futuristic society that has eliminated all pain, fear, war, and
         hatred. There is no prejudice, since everyone looks and acts basically
         the same, and there is very little competition. Everyone is unfailingly
         polite. The society has also eliminated choice: at age twelve every
         member of the community is assigned a job based on his or her abilities
         and interests. Citizens can apply for and be assigned compatible
         spouses, and each couple is assigned exactly two children each.
         The children are born to Birthmothers, who never see them, and spend
         their first year in a Nurturing Center with other babies, or “newchildren,”
         born that year. When their children are grown, family units dissolve
         and adults live together with Childless Adults until they are too
         old to function in the society. Then they spend their last years
         being cared for in the House of the Old until they are finally “released”
         from the society. In the community, release is death, but it is
         never described that way; most people think that after release, flawed
         newchildren and joyful elderly people are welcomed into the vast
         expanse of Elsewhere that surrounds the communities. Citizens who
         break rules or fail to adapt properly to the society’s codes of behavior
         are also released, though in their cases it is an occasion of great
         shame. Everything is planned and organized so that life is as convenient
         and pleasant as possible.
      

      
      Jonas lives with his father, a Nurturer of new children,
         his mother, who works at the Department of Justice, and his seven-year-old
         sister Lily. At the beginning of the novel, he is apprehensive about
         the upcoming Ceremony of Twelve, when he will be given his official
         Assignment as a new adult member of the community. He does not have
         a distinct career preference, although he enjoys volunteering at
         a variety of different jobs. Though he is a well-behaved citizen
         and a good student, Jonas is different: he has pale eyes, while most
         people in his community have dark eyes, and he has unusual powers
         of perception. Sometimes objects “change” when he looks at them.
         He does not know it yet, but he alone in his community can perceive
         flashes of color; for everyone else, the world is as devoid of color
         as it is of pain, hunger, and inconvenience.
      

      
      At the Ceremony of Twelve, Jonas is given the highly honored Assignment
         of Receiver of Memory. The Receiver is the sole keeper of the community’s
         collective memory. When the community went over to Sameness—its
         painless, warless, and mostly emotionless state of tranquility and
         harmony—it abandoned all memories of pain, war, and emotion, but
         the memories cannot disappear totally. Someone must keep them so
         that the community can avoid making the mistakes of the past, even
         though no one but the Receiver can bear the pain. Jonas receives
         the memories of the past, good and bad, from the current Receiver,
         a wise old man who tells Jonas to call him the Giver.
      

      
      The Giver transmits memories by placing his hands on Jonas’s bare
         back. The first memory he receives is of an exhilarating sled ride.
         As Jonas receives memories from the Giver—memories of pleasure and
         pain, of bright colors and extreme cold and warm sun, of excitement
         and terror and hunger and love—he realizes how bland and empty life
         in his community really is. The memories make Jonas’s life richer
         and more meaningful, and he wishes that he could give that richness
         and meaning to the people he loves. But in exchange for their peaceful
         existence, the people of Jonas’s community have lost the capacity
         to love him back or to feel deep passion about anything. Since they
         have never experienced real suffering, they also cannot appreciate
         the real joy of life, and the life of individual people seems less
         precious to them. In addition, no one in Jonas’s community has ever
         made a choice of his or her own. Jonas grows more and more frustrated
         with the members of his community, and the Giver, who has felt the
         same way for many years, encourages him. The two grow very close,
         like a grandfather and a grandchild might have in the days before
         Sameness, when family members stayed in contact long after their
         children were grown.
      

      
      Meanwhile, Jonas is helping his family take care of a
         problem newchild, Gabriel, who has trouble sleeping through the
         night at the Nurturing Center. Jonas helps the child to sleep by
         transmitting soothing memories to him every night, and he begins
         to develop a relationship with Gabriel that mirrors the family relationships
         he has experienced through the memories. When Gabriel is in danger of
         being released, the Giver reveals to Jonas that release is the same as
         death. Jonas’s rage and horror at this revelation inspire the Giver to
         help Jonas devise a plan to change things in the community forever.
         The Giver tells Jonas about the girl who had been designated the
         new Receiver ten years before. She had been the Giver’s own daughter,
         but the sadness of some of the memories had been too much for her
         and she had asked to be released. When she died, all of the memories
         she had accumulated were released into the community, and the community
         members could not handle the sudden influx of emotion and sensation.
         The Giver and Jonas plan for Jonas to escape the community and to
         actually enter Elsewhere. Once he has done that, his larger supply
         of memories will disperse, and the Giver will help the community
         to come to terms with the new feelings and thoughts, changing the
         society forever.
      

      
      However, Jonas is forced to leave earlier than planned
         when his father tells him that Gabriel will be released the next
         day. Desperate to save Gabriel, Jonas steals his father’s bicycle
         and a supply of food and sets off for Elsewhere. Gradually, he enters
         a landscape full of color, animals, and changing weather, but also
         hunger, danger, and exhaustion. Avoiding search planes, Jonas and
         Gabriel travel for a long time until heavy snow makes bike travel
         impossible. Half-frozen, but comforting Gabriel with memories of
         sunshine and friendship, Jonas mounts a high hill. There he finds
         a sled—the sled from his first transmitted memory—waiting for him
         at the top. Jonas and Gabriel experience a glorious downhill ride
         on the sled. Ahead of them, they see—or think they see—the twinkling
         lights of a friendly village at Christmas, and they hear music.
         Jonas is sure that someone is waiting for them there.
      

      
   
      Character List

      
      
         Jonas - 	The
            eleven-year-old protagonist of The Giver. Sensitive and
            intelligent, with strange powers of perception that he doesn’t understand,
            Jonas is chosen to be the new Receiver of Memory for his community
            when he turns twelve. Even before his training, Jonas is unusually thoughtful,
            expresses great concern for his friends and family, and thinks it
            would be nice to be closer to other people. After his training begins,
            Jonas’s universe widens dramatically. His new awareness of strong emotions,
            beautiful colors, and great suffering makes him extremely passionate
            about the world around him and the welfare of the people he loves,
            though on the whole he remains level-headed and thoughtful.
         

      

      
      
         The Giver - 	The
            old man known in the community as the Receiver of Memory. The Giver
            has held the community’s collective memory for many years and uses
            his wisdom to help the Committee of Elders make important decisions,
            even though he is racked by the pain his memories give him and believes
            that perhaps those memories belong in the minds of everyone in the community.
         

      

      
      
         Jonas’s father  - A mild-mannered, tenderhearted Nurturer who works
            with infants. He is very sweet with his two children. He enjoys
            his job and takes it very seriously, constantly trying to nurture
            children who will stay alive until the Ceremony of Names. However,
            even if he is attached to a child, he will release it if that seems
            to be the best decision. He has an affectionate, playful relationship
            with his two children, usually referring to them by silly nicknames,
            and he likes playing childish games with the children he nurtures.
         

      

      
      
         Jonas’s mother -  A
            practical, pleasant woman with an important position at the Department
            of Justice. Jonas’s mother takes her work seriously, hoping to help
            people who break rules see the error of their ways. She frequently gives
            Jonas advice about the worries and fears he faces as he grows up.
         

      

      
      
         Lily - 	Jonas’s
            seven-year-old sister. She is a chatterbox and does not know quite
            when to keep her mouth shut, but she is also extremely practical
            and well-informed for a little girl.
         

      

      
      
         Gabriel - 	The
            newchild that Jonas’s family cares for at night. He is sweet and
            adorable during the day, but has trouble sleeping at night unless
            Jonas puts him to sleep with some memories. He and Jonas become
            very close.
         

      

      
      
         Asher - 	Jonas’s
            best friend. Asher is a fun-loving, hasty boy who usually speaks
            too fast, mixing up his words to the exasperation of his teachers
            and Jonas. He is assigned the position of Assistant Director of
            Recreation.
         

      

      
      
         Fiona - 	Another
            of Jonas’s friends. She has red hair, which only Jonas can see,
            and works as a Caretaker in the House of the Old. She is mild-mannered
            and patient. Jonas’s first sexual stirrings come in the form of
            an erotic dream about Fiona.
         

      

      
      
         Larissa - 	A
            woman living in the House of the Old. Jonas shares pleasant conversation
            with her while he gives her a bath during his volunteer hours. Like
            many inhabitants of the House of the Old, she enjoys gossip and
            looks forward to her release.
         

      

      
      
         The Chief Elder -  The elected leader of Jonas’s community. She to shows
            genuine affection for all of the children at the Ceremony of Twelve,
            knowing of their names and an anecdote about each one.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Jonas

         
         On the surface, Jonas is like any other eleven-year-old
            boy living in his community. He seems more intelligent and perceptive
            than many of his peers, and he thinks more seriously than they do
            about life, worrying about his own future as well as his friend
            Asher’s. He enjoys learning and experiencing new things: he chooses
            to volunteer at a variety of different centers rather than focusing
            on one, because he enjoys the freedom of choice that volunteer hours
            provide. He also enjoys learning about and connecting with other
            people, and he craves more warmth and human contact than his society permits
            or encourages. The things that really set him apart from his peers—his
            unusual eyes, his ability to see things change in a way that he
            cannot explain—trouble him, but he does not let them bother him
            too much, since the community’s emphasis on politeness makes it
            easy for Jonas to conceal or ignore these little differences. Like
            any child in the community, Jonas is uncomfortable with the attention he
            receives when he is singled out as the new Receiver, preferring
            to blend in with his friends.
         

         
         Once Jonas begins his training with the Giver, however,
            the tendencies he showed in his earlier life—his sensitivity, his
            heightened perceptual powers, his kindness to and interest in people,
            his curiosity about new experiences, his honesty, and his high intelligence—make
            him extremely absorbed in the memories the Giver has to transmit.
            In turn, the memories, with their rich sensory and emotional experiences,
            enhance all of Jonas’s unusual qualities. Within a year of training,
            he becomes extremely sensitive to beauty, pleasure, and suffering,
            deeply loving toward his family and the Giver, and fiercely passionate
            about his new beliefs and feelings. Things about the community that
            used to be mildly perplexing or troubling are now intensely frustrating
            or depressing, and Jonas’s inherent concern for others and desire
            for justice makes him yearn to make changes in the community, both
            to awaken other people to the richness of life and to stop the casual
            cruelty that is practiced in the community. Jonas is also very determined,
            committing to a task fully when he believes in it and willing to
            risk his own life for the sake of the people he loves.
         

         
         Although as a result of his training Jonas possesses more
            wisdom than almost anyone else in his community, he is still very
            young and knows little about life in the community itself. At twelve
            years old, Jonas is too young to control the powerful emotions that
            his training unleashes, and the natural hormonal imbalances of preadolesnce
            make him especially passionate and occasionally unreasonable. Of
            course, his youth makes it possible for him to receive the memories
            and learn from them—if he were older, he might be less receptive
            to new experiences and emotions—but he needs the guidance and wisdom
            of the Giver, who has life experience as well as memories, to help
            him keep all of his new experiences in perspective. 
         

      

      
      
         The Giver

         
         Like Jonas, who is a young person with the wisdom of an
            old person, the Giver is a bit of a paradox. He looks ancient, but
            he is not old at all. Like someone who has seen and done many things
            over many years, he is very wise and world-weary, and he is haunted
            by memories of suffering and pain, but in reality his life has been
            surprisingly uneventful. In the world of the community, the Giver
            has spent most of his life inside his comfortable living quarters,
            eating his meals and emerging occasionally to take long walks. Yet
            he carries the memories of an entire community, so he feels like
            a man who has done more in his life than anyone else in the world:
            he has experienced the positive and negative emotions, desires,
            triumphs, and failures of millions of men and women, as well as
            animals. He is responsible for preserving those memories and using
            the wisdom they give him to make decisions for the community. Anyone
            would feel weighted down by this enormous responsibility, and because the
            Giver is forbidden to share his knowledge and pain with anyone else,
            including his spouse and his children, the weight is more difficult
            to bear. Thus, the Giver has become an exceptionally patient, quiet,
            deliberate person, growing resigned to the fact that he cannot change
            the community even though he realizes that it needs to be changed.
            He endures his loneliness and frustration as well as the increasing
            physical pain that the memories bring him with a quiet calm that
            makes him a rather stoic figure. His patience, wisdom, and restraint
            make him an excellent teacher and mentor.
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