Juvenile fiction is full of stories with characters moving from childhood to adulthood and resolving the problems they face through that transition.  Hello God, It’s Me Margaret, Tom Sawyer, Catcher in the Rye, and the Giver all address issues children face when coming of age.  In Lois Lowry’s The Giver, her main character Jonas, a thirteen-year-old boy, must mature under the extreme pressures his society has placed upon him.  


Colorless, raceless, emotionless, painless, featureless, and choiceless are all the words that describe Jonas’s seemingly perfect world.  Without any diversity, the society created itself to exist without conflict in every sense of the word.  The committee of elders carefully assigns the spouses and children to a family unit to ensure its citizens can live together in perfect harmony.  They choose each citizen’s job to maximize the community efficiency based on the individual’s observed characteristics.  Jonas learns that he is “selected” as the new Receiver of Memory, the highest position in the community.  The committee observes that Jonas at a young age sees differently and it is because of his unique perception that he is chosen.  It is ironic Jonas’s unique perception is what leads him to his discovery that the community is less than perfect.


Because of Jonas’s abilities he receives memories from the Giver that in turn inspire him to want to challenge the authority and order of the community.  He receives memories that include emotions such as love, hate, and sorrow.  He also experiences new activities like sunbathing and sleigh riding, but with these new experiences comes sunburn and frostbite.  It is Jonas’s strength and maturity that enable him to handle the new feelings and bring upon his animosity, which eventually leads to his escape from the community.


The choices that Jonas has to make, closely relate to Margaret Atwood’s Handmaid’s Tale.  The two stories are similar because in both the main characters live in a highly controlled universe without choice.  Jonas escapes his community believing that freewill is more important than ignorance.  “But the Giver tells Jonas, ‘They can’t help it.  They know nothing.’  Jonas struggles to understand his community, and comes to recognize that it is made up of learned, civilized people who have no awareness of their origins and very little knowledge of how rules are made.  Jonas’s people cannot perceive differences; they do not adapt well to change.  And so they are simple, shallow, and murderous.”1 

I strongly agree that the community is ignorant, not evil.  Having read several literary criticisms, I found critics felt this book to be terrifying and disturbing, but I can see how the citizens did not understand what they were doing.  They were merely carrying out their lives until release.  This book does not terrify me; I simply pity the people and their situation. 


At first Jonas, feels hate once he finds out what release means.  He asks the Giver if he can view a videotape of a release carried out by his father earlier that day.  Jonas is shocked when his father appears on the screen and gives the baby a lethal injection in the forehead and pushes the dead corpse down a garbage shoot.  In Jonas’s anger, he mocks the ceremony and the society.


“I will take care of that, Sir.  I will take care of that, Sir… I will do whatever you like, Sir.  I will kill people, Sir.  Old people?  Small newborn people?  I’d be happy to kill them, Sir.  Thank you for your instructions, Sir.”


However, the Giver tells Jonas not to feel hatred toward the community, but to simply to pity them because they do not understand the repercussions of their actions.  


“The Giver grasped his shoulders firmly.  Jonas fell silent and stared at him.  ‘Listen to me Jonas, they can’t help it.  They know nothing.’  


‘You said that to me once before.’


‘I said it because it’s true.  It’s the way they live.  It’s the life that was created for them.  It’s the same life that you would have, if you had not been chosen as my successor.’”


I feel pity for them because I feel closely linked to the story.  It touched my heart and I carried a lot away with me after reading it.


Lois Lowry departed from her usual style to write this very touching and compelling science fiction novel The Giver.  The book emphasizes plot and ideas instead of her more common use of characterization.  Lois Lowry’s books take place against a background of very different cultures and times because as a child she moved around a lot.  She married young and had four children.  She them went on to graduate school to become what she always dreamed of being, a professional writer.

1  Lord, Elyse.  Novels for Students, Gale Research, 1998


