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English 2 College Prep 
Required Reading Abstracts 

 
 

Required 
 

The Interpreter of Maladies by Jhumpa Lahiri 
The primary makeup of this collection of short-stories is taken from glimpses into the lives of 
first-generation Americans of Indian descent, expatriates, and Asian Indian immigrants.  While 
each story deals with cultural differences faced by Lahiri’s various characters, the conflicts and 
emotions they feel are entirely human and universal.  Although the plot and the characters 
change in each section, the stories are connected as one flowing piece through common 
themes.  The stories told in this book shed light onto the experience of being alienated in a new 
culture and finding a way through life as all humans must do.  Parents are advised that this 
book contains mild sexual references, references to adultery, various cultural 
themes and ideologies, and references to religious themes occasionally used for 
humorous effect. 
 
--OR-- 
 

The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan 
This novel contains a series of sixteen short stories from three Chinese immigrant women and 
their American born daughters that fit together to create one cohesive piece.  Each of the 
vignettes illustrates the various perspectives of the mothers and their daughters by each 
showing the struggles that each faces and the generational differences that they experience.  
Appearing on the New York Times Best Seller List, this novel is loved because of its 
straightforward manner and skill with which Tan speaks about Chinese culture and 
mother/daughter relationships in general.  Mild profanity is used sparingly, and a number of 
sociological issues are addressed indirectly including death, marriage, adultery, divorce, 
childbirth, abortion and aging along with the consequences of each.  In this novel, Tan balances 
Eastern and Western points of view in her portrayal of the significant events in life and with 
how people deal with them. 
 
--AND-- 
 

Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare (parallel text may be used) 
This play is one of Shakespeare’s most well known tragedies based on the murder of the 
Roman Emperor, Julius Caesar, during 44 B.C.  At the beginning of the play, Julius Caesar has 
come to power in Rome and has been offered the crown as dictator for life.  Some of the 
citizens are concerned about his rise to power and what it may mean, and they must make a 
decision as to whether or not to allow him to gain this much power.  This play discusses the 
themes of honor, ambition, and loyalty and contains violence. 
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Options (Choose at least two) 
 
Antigone by Sophocles 
Antigone is considered one of the finest, most moving tragedies ever written.  It was very 
successful when it was first produced in 441 B.C.  Twentieth century audiences find this play 
meaningful, particularly for the conflict it depicts between individual conscience and state 
policy.  The basic issue of the play goes deeper than that conflict, in that it probes the nature 
of suffering and finds in it a universal condition that exists at the very heart of the human 
experience.  Contains references to character suicides which take place off-stage. 
 
 

A Gathering of Old Men by Ernest J. Gaines 
Using a variety of first-person narrators, both black and white, A Gathering of Old Men 
confronts the past and present effects of racism in American life.  The individual speakers 
provide a communal account of the indignities and brutality to which blacks have been 
subjected.  The author reminds the reader of the violent racism of America’s past while 
simultaneously affirming the progress that has occurred.  Village Voice claims that it is “The 
best-written novel on Southern race relations in over a decade.”  Gaines has been compared 
to a modern day William Faulkner and is known for the use of realism in his work.  
As a result, this work does contain some instances of strong profanity, sexual 
imagery, and racially offensive language. 
 
 

The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros 
The House on Mango Street is presented in forty-four vignettes that run from a fragment of a 
page to two or three pages.  The young narrator, Esperanza, provides coherence to the book. 
Her voice, in a scarcely interrupted monologue, is present throughout.  This coming of age 
novel focuses on Esperanza’s life growing up in the Latino section of Chicago.  According to 
Gwendolyn Brooks, “Sandra Cisneros is one of the most brilliant of today’s young writer’s.  Her 
work is sensitive, alert, nuanceful . . . rich with music and picture.”  Contains non-graphic 
depictions of sexual assault and domestic violence. 
 
 

The Interpreter of Maladies by Jhumpa Lahiri 
The primary makeup of this collection of short-stories is taken from glimpses into the lives of 
first-generation Americans of Indian descent, expatriates, and Asian Indian immigrants.  While 
each story deals with cultural differences faced by Lahiri’s various characters, the conflicts and 
emotions they feel are entirely human and universal.  Although the plot and the characters 
change in each section, the stories are connected as one flowing piece through common 
themes.  The stories told in this book shed light onto the experience of being alienated in a new 
culture and finding a way through life as all humans must do.  Parents are advised that this 
book contains mild sexual references, references to adultery, various cultural 
themes and ideologies, and references to religious themes occasionally used for 
humorous effect. 
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The Joy Luck Club by Amy Tan 
This novel contains a series of sixteen short stories from three Chinese immigrant women and 
their American born daughters that fit together to create one cohesive piece.  Each of the 
vignettes illustrates the various perspectives of the mothers and their daughters by each 
showing the struggles that each faces and the generational differences that they experience.  
Appearing on the New York Times Best Seller List, this novel is loved because of its 
straightforward manner and skill with which Tan speaks about Chinese culture and 
mother/daughter relationships in general.  Mild profanity is used sparingly, and a number of 
sociological issues are addressed indirectly including death, marriage, adultery, divorce, 
childbirth, abortion and aging along with the consequences of each.  In this novel, Tan balances 
Eastern and Western points of view in her portrayal of the significant events in life and with 
how people deal with them. 
 

Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare (parallel text may be used) 
This play is one of Shakespeare’s most well known tragedies based on the murder of the 
Roman Emperor, Julius Caesar, during 44 B.C.  At the beginning of the play, Julius Caesar has 
come to power in Rome and has been offered the crown as dictator for life.  Some of the 
citizens are concerned about his rise to power and what it may mean, and they must make a 
decision as to whether or not to allow him to gain this much power.  This play discusses the 
themes of honor, ambition, and loyalty and contains violence. 
 

Kindred by Octavia E. Butler 
A twentieth-century black woman named Dana is repeatedly summoned back through time by a 
slave-owning ancestor in this complex science-fiction novel.  Each time Dana is summoned 
back, it is to save her ancestor Rufus’ life, and she must save him, for failure to do so would 
compromise her own existence.  While trapped in the past, Dana also attempts to help fellow 
slave (and ancestor) Alice, but this relationship is also complicated by the necessity of ensuring 
that nothing is changed that would negate Dana’s existence.  Forced to make a number of 
agonizing choices, Dana learns a lot about slavery, suffering, perseverance, love, and the 
strength of her ancestors.  This novel deals with mature issues including rape, slavery, 
violent treatment of slaves, suicide, and general violence. 
 

The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini 
This book is set in the 1960’s and moves back and forth between Afghanistan and California.  
The book spans close to forty years.  The main character is Amir, and his father (Baba) and son 
of the servant (Hassan) are the two most important people in his life.  When Amir was 12 years 
old, he won the annual kite flying contest and finally connected with his father.  However, later 
that day, he watched in silence as his friend was brutally beaten and raped by a bully named 
Assef.  Amir never totally forgave himself for this. He takes his guilt out on Hassan, eventually 
running them out of town.  Eventually Amir and his father wind up in America, and he is a 
writer and marries a beautiful woman.  Someone contacts him about Hassan being executed by 
the Taliban and his son being abandoned and needing to be rescued.  Amir decides to return to 
Afghanistan and right his wrong from so long ago.  He rescues Hassan’s son from a Taliban 
leader (the bully from long ago, Assef) and brings him back to California to live with him and his 
wife.  
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Les Misérables by Victor Hugo 
This critically acclaimed novel was originally written in French and has been the source for the 
well-known Broadway musical production.  The story is centered around a reformed convict 
who works to right his wrongs in society.  Despite his efforts to do this, he is constantly 
thwarted in his attempts, and in the end sees the importance of reform.  This novel 
encompasses themes such as good versus evil, fate versus destiny, and attaining salvation 
through good deeds.  The story appeals to readers today because it is filled with dramatic and 
surprising actions with many of the scenes ending in suspense. 
 

The Life of Pi by Yann Martel 
A spiritually sensitive boy, Piscine Molitor Patel, Pi for short finds himself drawn to religion.  He 
was born a Hindu and worships Hindu gods, but soon he also embraces Jesus, Mary and 
Mohammed.  Every week, he worships at the Hindu temple, the Catholic Church and the Islamic 
mosque.  He believes that all religions are true and finds peace and satisfaction in the rituals of 
all three faiths.  When Pi is 16, his family, zookeepers, plans to emigrate from India to Canada. 
Some of the zoo animals, to be sold in America, accompany them on a cargo ship.  One night, 
Piscine wakes to an explosion and soon finds himself alone in a lifeboat with an injured zebra, a 
hyena, an orangutan and a Bengal tiger named Richard Parker.  The ship sinks with Pi's whole 
family inside, and after the tiger finishes eating the other animals, Pi and the tiger are the only 
survivors.  For seven months, Pi and the tiger survive because Pi works to provide food and 
water for them both and trains the tiger to respect him and stay in his own part of the boat.  Pi 
holds onto his belief that God, alternately called God, Krishna, Allah, Allah-Brahman and other 
names, is watching over him.  The boy and tiger finally land in Mexico, and the tiger runs off 
into the forest.  Officials from the shipping company have trouble believing Pi's story, so he 
makes up a gruesome tale of murder and cannibalism instead.  The officials leave believing that 
there is indeed a Bengal tiger loose in the forests of Mexico.  Pi is placed with a Canadian foster 
mother and eventually graduates from the university, marries and has children of his own.  
Contains religious theme and some violence due to depictions of predatory animal behavior. 
 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream by William Shakespeare 
This play, which achieves its humor through misunderstandings, mishaps, and trickery with the 
idea of love’s difficulty as the central theme is one of Shakespeare’s best known comedies.  The 
play explores the capriciousness and changeability of love.  The themes and humor associated 
with Shakespeare’s plays are universal and transcend time.  As is typical with 
Shakespearean comedies, this play contains bawdy puns and sexual innuendos that 
work together to help create humor. 
 

Night by Elie Wiesel 
Night is an autobiographical novel that records the author’s captivity in the Nazi death camps of 
World War II.  This narrative can be viewed as the story of all European Jews who suffered 
during the reign of Adolph Hitler.  As the narrator struggles to understand this most troubling 
chapter in his people’s history, he faces the death of his innocence and must come to terms 
with his doubts about the teachings of the Jewish faith.  Parents should be aware that this 
novel does contain violence, profanity, and a few sexual situations and references.  
For his efforts to present the message that the horrors of the Holocaust must never be allowed 
to happen again, Weisel received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986.  This is a “must read” for every 
thinking person. 
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A Separate Peace by John Knowles 
A novel about coming of age, A Separate Peace, is concerned with the loss of innocence that 
occurs with growing up.  The early scenes describe the last summer before the boys will be 
facing the reality of military service in World War II.  Although the story is about events in a 
civilized New England boys’ school, Knowles’s purpose is to show that there is a germ of 
wildness that lies beneath the refined and restrained surface of these upper-class Americans.  
The inner conflict that Gene, the protagonist, experiences is a major theme.  A Separate Peace 
is acknowledged to be, by far, the best piece of writing produced by John Knowles.  In 1960 it 
won the first William Faulkner Award for a writer’s first novel, as well as the 1960 Rosenthal 
Award of the National Institute of the Arts.  
 
 
 
 


