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What Genre Is The Giver
By Lois Lowry

Introduction: More Than One Label

For  decades,  readers  have  debated  a  simple
question with a surprisingly complex answer: what
genre is The Giver by Lois Lowry? While a quick
search  might  label  it  "dystopian  fiction"  or  "young
adult  novel,"  this  beloved  1993  classic  defies  easy
categorization. It sits at a fascinating intersection of
literary traditions, blending elements from science
fiction,  philosophical  fiction,  coming-of-age
narratives,  and social  commentary.  Understanding
the  genre  or  genres  of  The  Giver  enriches  our
appreciation  of  the  novel  and  reveals  why  it
continues  to  resonate  with  readers  across
generations. This article explores the multiple genre
classifications  that  apply  to  Lowry's  masterpiece,
examining how each label fits—and sometimes falls
short—when applied to this remarkable work.

The Core Classification: Dystopian
Fiction

The most  common answer  to  the question what
genre is The Giver by Lois Lowry  is dystopian
fiction.  The  novel  presents  a  seemingly  perfect



society  where  pain,  conflict,  and  choice  have  been
eliminated. Citizens live in a state of "Sameness,"
where  cl imate  is  controlled,  emotions  are
suppressed through daily medication, and the most
profound human experiences—love, color, memory,
and death—are carefully managed.

However,  The  Giver  inverts  the  typical  dystopian
formula. Unlike novels such as 1984 or Brave New
World where the protagonist actively rebels against
a  totalitarian  state,  Jonas's  journey  begins  with
compliance. He is chosen as the Receiver of Memory
because he embodies the community's values. The
dystopian elements emerge gradually through the
memories he receives, allowing both Jonas and the
reader  to  recognize  the  profound  costs  of  this
sanitized existence.

The  novel's  dystopian  classification  becomes  most
apparent  in  its  depiction  of  "release"—the
community's  euphemism  for  euthanasia.  This
chilling  revelation  transforms  the  reader's
understanding of  the community  from a peaceful
utopia  to  a  controlling,  life-denying  system.  The
absence of choice, the suppression of individuality,
and the government's  manipulation of  reality  are
hallmarks  of  dystopian  fiction  that  Lowry  executes
with  remarkable  subtlety.

Why It Subverts Dystopian Conventions

While dystopian is a valid answer to what genre is
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The Giver by Lois Lowry, the novel deliberately
avoids  many  genre  conventions.  There  is  no
dramatic  rebellion,  no  violent  overthrow  of  the
government,  and  no  clear  resolution  where  the
system  collapses.  Instead,  Jonas's  escape  is
ambiguous and deeply personal. The novel focuses
on the interior transformation of a single child rather
than the political transformation of an entire society.

This  subversion  makes  The  Giver  accessible  to
younger  readers  who  might  find  traditional
dystopian  fiction  too  dark  or  complex,  while  still
offering  sophisticated  commentary  for  adults.  The
novel 's  restra int  in  depict ing  dystopian
horrors—opting  for  emotional  devastation  over
graphic violence—distinguishes it from later entries
in the genre like The Hunger Games or Divergent.

Young Adult Literature: A Defining
Home

When bookstores and libraries categorize The Giver,
they most  frequently  place it  in  the young adult
section.  This  classification  strongly  shapes  how  we
answer what genre is The Giver by Lois Lowry.
The  novel  features  a  twelve-year-old  protagonist,
addresses  themes  relevant  to  adolescent
development,  and  was  originally  marketed  to
readers  aged  ten  to  fourteen.

The young adult  label,  however,  requires nuance.



The Giver was published in 1993, before the young
adult genre exploded into the cultural phenomenon
it  is  today.  Lowry's  novel  helped  define  what  YA
literature could be—serious, literary, and willing to
tackle  profound  philosophical  questions  without
condescending  to  its  audience.

The Coming-of-Age Arc

Central  to  the  young  adult  classification  is  the
bildungsroman, or coming-of-age narrative. Jonas's
journey  from  obedient  community  member  to
independent  thinker  mirrors  the  adolescent
experience of questioning authority and forming an
individual  identity.  The  "Ceremony  of  Twelve,"
where  children  receive  their  adult  assignments,
symbolizes  the  transition  from childhood to  adult
responsibility—a  universal  adolescent  experience
rendered  in  a  unique  fictional  framework.

The novel explores classic YA themes: the search for
identity, the pain of seeing the world more clearly,
the burden of knowledge, and the courage to make
difficult  choices.  These  elements  make  the  young
adult  label  appropriate  for  understanding  what
genre is The Giver by Lois Lowry, even as the
book transcends age categories.

Science Fiction: The Speculative
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Framework

Many  readers  and  critics  classify  The  Giver  as
science  fiction,  specifically  soft  science  fiction  or
speculative  fiction.  The  novel  creates  an  alternate
world  governed  by  technological  and  social
engineering concepts: memory preservation through
genetic  receivers,  climate  control,  and  a  society
reorganized around the principle of Sameness.

Unlike  hard  science  fiction  that  focuses  on
technological detail, The Giver uses its speculative
elements as tools for philosophical exploration. The
technology  of  memory  transmission—where  Jonas
physically experiences his predecessor's memories
through  touch—is  never  scientifically  explained.
Instead,  it  serves  as  a  metaphor  for  empathy,
history, and the weight of human experience.

Near-Future and Alternate Society
Elements

The novel's setting exists in a vague future, though
Lowry  deliberately  avoids  specifying  a  date.  This
ambiguity  strengthens  the  science  fiction
classification  while  keeping  the  focus  on  social
commentary  rather  than  technological  prediction.
The community represents  a "solution"  to  human
conflict  taken  to  its  logical  extreme,  a  classic
science  fiction  thought  experiment.

When considering what genre is The Giver by



Lois  Lowry,  the  science  fiction  label  captures  the
novel's speculative imagination while acknowledging
its  literary rather  than technical  focus.  The novel
belongs to the tradition of socially conscious science
fiction exemplified by writers  like  Ursula  K.  Le  Guin
and Ray Bradbury.

Philosophical Fiction: The Novel of
Ideas

Perhaps the most accurate answer to what genre
is The Giver by Lois Lowry is philosophical fiction.
The novel functions primarily as an exploration of
fundamental human questions: What is the value of
pain? Is safety worth the price of freedom? What
makes a life meaningful? These questions drive the
plot more than action or adventure.

Lowry uses memory as a vehicle for philosophical
inquiry.  Through  the  memories  Jonas  receives,
he—and the reader—confront the full  spectrum of
human experience:  love,  war,  family,  joy,  sorrow,
nature,  and  art.  Each  memory  raises  ethical
questions about the community's choices and, by
extension, our own society's values.

The Ethical Dilemma at the Heart of the
Novel

The central philosophical conflict in The Giver is the
tension  between  happiness  and  freedom.  The
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community  has  achieved  peace  and  stability  by
removing  choice,  but  at  what  cost?  When  Jonas
learns  the  truth  about  release,  he  faces  an
impossible  choice:  accept  the  community's
comfortable  lies  or  pursue  a  dangerous  truth.

This  ethical  framework  elevates  The Giver  above
simple genre fiction and explains why it appears on
high school reading lists alongside canonical works
like  Fahrenheit  451  and  Brave  New  World.  The
novel's  philosophical  depth  is  a  crucial  aspect  of
what genre is The Giver by Lois Lowry, placing
it  in  conversation  with  the  great  tradition  of
philosophical literature.

Allegorical Fiction: Reading Between
the Lines

Many  scholars  classify  The  Giver  as  allegorical
fiction,  meaning  the  novel  operates  on  multiple
levels of meaning. The community, the memories,
and the character of Jonas himself can be read as
symbols representing larger concepts: the dangers
of  conformity,  the  importance  of  history,  the
necessity  of  individual  choice.

The allegorical  dimension of  what genre is The
Giver by Lois Lowry is most evident in the novel's
treatment  of  color.  The  community  exists  in
grayscale, with everyone seeing the world in black
and white. When Jonas begins to see color—first red,



then  others—it  symbolizes  his  awakening  to  the
richness  and  complexity  of  authentic  human
experience.  This  visual  metaphor  makes  abstract
philosophical ideas concrete and accessible.

The Role of the Giver as a Symbolic
Figure

The  Giver  himself  functions  as  an  allegorical  figure
representing wisdom, tradition, and the burden of
knowledge.  He carries  the  community's  collective
memory,  serving  as  a  living  library  of  human
experience.  His  character  embodies  the  novel's
central message: that we must remember the past,
including its pain, in order to live fully in the present.

This allegorical structure allows The Giver to address
complex  themes  without  becoming  didactic.
Readers can engage with the story on a literal level
while  absorbing  deeper  meanings  unconsciously.
This layering is a hallmark of allegorical fiction and a
key reason for the novel's enduring power.

Genre Blending: Why One Label
Isn't Enough

After  examining  these  various  classifications,  the
most honest answer to what genre is The Giver
by Lois Lowry is that it is a genre-blending novel
that resists simple categorization. Lowry deliberately
wrote  a  book  that  would  appeal  to  multiple
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audiences  and  serve  multiple  purposes:  as  an
accessible introduction to dystopian ideas for young
readers,  as  a  philosophical  meditation  on  human
experience, as a speculative warning about social
engineering, and as a moving coming-of-age story.

This  genre  fluidity  is  partly  responsible  for  the
novel's  controversy  and  its  longevity.  Different
readers find different meanings in the text, and the
novel  speaks  to  people  at  different  stages  of  life  in
different  ways.  A  twelve-year-old  reading The Giver
for  the  first  time  will  experience  a  very  different
book than a thirty-year-old rereading it with adult
perspective.

The Quartet: Expanding the Generic
Boundaries

Lowry  further  complicated  the  genre  question  by
writing  three  companion  novels:  Gathering  Blue
(2000), Messenger  (2004), and Son  (2012). These
books  expand  the  world  of  The  Giver  while
introducing new characters,  settings, and themes.
The quartet as a whole explores different aspects of
the dystopian genre, from ability-based hierarchy in
Gathering  Blue  to  the  dangers  of  trade  and
exchange in Messenger.

The existence of this quartet reinforces the idea that
what genre is The Giver by Lois Lowry cannot
be answered with a single label. The series moves
between  dystopian,  fantasy,  adventure,  and



romance  elements  whi le  maintaining  the
philosophical core that defines the original novel.

Reader Responses and the Genre
Question

Reader  reviews  and  responses  to  The  Giver
frequently  reflect  the  genre  confusion  the  novel
creates.  Some  readers  approach  it  expecting  a
typical  dystopian thriller  and are  surprised by its
philosophical pace. Others come to it as assigned
school reading and discover unexpected emotional
depth.  Still  others  encounter  it  as  a  science  fiction
story  and  find  themselves  grappling  with  profound
ethical  questions.

This variety of reader experiences is a testament to
the  novel's  genre-defying  nature.  When  we  ask
what genre is The Giver by Lois Lowry, we are
really  asking  how  to  approach  and  interpret  the
book.  The  answer  depends  on  what  the  reader
brings to the text and what they hope to find there.

Conclusion: A Genre of Its Own

After  exploring  the  many  genre  classifications  that
apply  to  Lowry's  masterpiece,  the  most  accurate
conclusion is that The Giver belongs to a category
we might call "essential reading." It is a dystopian
novel for those who want to examine social control,
a young adult novel for those exploring identity and
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growth,  a  science  fiction  novel  for  those  interested
in speculative worlds, and a philosophical novel for
those seeking meaning and truth.

The question what genre is The Giver by Lois
Lowry  ultimately  reveals  more  about  how  we
classify literature than about the novel itself.  The
Giver  transcends  its  labels  because  it  speaks  to
something  universal:  the  human  struggle  to  find
meaning,  connection,  and authenticity  in  a  world
that often demands conformity. That is not a genre.
It is a gift, one that Lowry has given to millions of
readers around the world, regardless of how they
choose to categorize her extraordinary book.


