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WHY YOU SHOULD
READ THE BOY IN
THE STRIPED
PAJAMAS

Few  novels  have  the
power  to  break  your
heart  and  open  your
eyes at the same time.
Read The Boy In The
Striped  Pajamas  by
John  Boyne,  and  you
step into a story that is
both  deeply  personal
and  historically  vast.
The  book  has  been
r e a d  b y  m i l l i o n s
worldwide,  studied  in
c l a s s r o o m s ,  a n d
adapted  into  a  major
film. But what makes it

so  compelling?  And
why  do  educators,
parents,  and  book
c lubs  cont inue  to
recommend  it  year
after  year?
This article dives deep
into  the  world  of  The
Boy  in  the  Str iped
Pajamas,  exploring  its
themes,  characters,
and  the  p ro found
lessons  it  offers.
Whether  you  are  a
first-time  reader  or
revisiting  the  novel,
you  will  find  fresh
perspectives  on  why
this  story  matters.

The Story
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in Brief
Set  during  World  War
II,  the  novel  follows
nine-year-old  Bruno,
t h e  s o n  o f  a  N a z i
commandant .  H i s
family  moves  from
Berlin  to  a  desolate
place called “Out-With”
( t h e  b o y ’ s
mispronunciation  of
Auschwitz). Lonely and
curious, Bruno wanders
away  from  his  new
h o m e  a n d  m e e t s
Shmuel,  a  boy  of  his
age  who  lives  on  the
other  side  of  a  wire
fence,  wearing  the
striped pajamas of the
title.  Their  friendship,
innocent in the face of
unspeakable  horror,
drives  the  narrative
toward  a  devastating
conclusion.
What makes the book
so  striking  is  Bruno’s
naive  perspective.  He
does  not  understand

t h e  w a r ,  t h e
concentration camp, or
the  meaning  of  the
numbers on his friend’s
u n i f o r m .  T o  h i m ,
Shmuel is simply a boy
to  talk  to  and  share
bread with.  This  stark
contrast  between
childish innocence and
adult  cruelty  forces
readers  to  see  the
Holocaust  through
fresh  eyes.

THE CORE THEMES
THAT MAKE THE
BOY IN THE
STRIPED PAJAMAS
UNFORGETTABLE

Friendshi
p Beyond
Boundari
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es
At its heart, the novel
is a story of friendship.
Bruno and Shmuel are
separated by a  fence,
but  they  connect  like
any  other  children.
They  talk  about  their
families,  their  fears,
and  thei r  dreams.
Bruno  even  br ings
Shmuel food. The fence
becomes  a  powerful
metaphor  for  all  the
artificial  barriers
humans  create—race,
r e l i g i o n ,
n a t i o n a l i t y — t h a t
c h i l d r e n  d o  n o t
naturally  see.  When
you read The Boy In
T h e  S t r i p e d
Pajamas,  you witness
a  f r i endsh ip  tha t
proves  innocence  can
overcome prejudice, at
least for a while.

The
Danger of
Indoctrin
ation
Bruno’s  father  is  a
high-ranking  Nazi
officer,  and  his  sister
G r e t e l  b e c o m e s
o b s e s s e d  w i t h
propaganda.  Bruno
himself  is  troubled  by
t h e  c o n f u s i n g
messages  he  hears
from adults.  He wants
to  please  his  father,
but he also feels pulled
toward the boy behind
the  fence.  The  novel
subt ly  shows  how
children are shaped by
the ideologies of  their
e n v i r o n m e n t .  I t
encourages readers to
question what they are
taught  and  to  think
c r i t i c a l l y  a b o u t
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authority.

Loss of
Innocenc
e and the
Price of
Ignorance
Bruno’s  ignorance  is
no t  b l i s s fu l—i t  i s
dangerous.  His  failure
to  understand  the
reality  of  the  camp
leads  him  to  crawl
under the fence to help
Shmuel find his “Papa.”
The tragic ending is a
direct  result  of  Bruno
never  fully  grasping
the  evil  around  him.
This  theme  resonates
deeply because it asks
us :  what  happens
when we stay willfully
blind to injustice? The
book  is  a  cautionary
tale about the cost of

looking away.

WHY THIS BOOK IS
PERFECT FOR
YOUNG READERS
AND ADULTS ALIKE

Accessibl
e Yet
Profound
Written  from a  child’s
p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e
language is simple, but
the  emot i ons  a re
complex.  Teachers
of ten  recommend
students  read  The
Boy  In  The  Striped
P a j a m a s  a s  a n
i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o
Holocaust  literature
because  it  presents
heavy themes in a way
that  sparks  discussion
w i t h o u t  b e i n g
graphically  violent.
However, adult readers
also find new depths in
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t h e  i r o n y  a n d
symbol i sm  woven
throughout the text.
The fable-like quality of
the story—where Bruno
m i s p r o n o u n c e s
“Führer” as “Fury” and
“Auschwitz”  as  “Out-
W i t h ” — g i v e s  i t  a
t ime less ,  a lmos t
allegorical feel. It is not
a  historical  document;
it  is a story that uses
history  to  talk  about
humanity.

Spark for
Empathy
and
Critical
Thinking
When  you  read  The
Boy  In  The  Striped
Pajamas ,  you  are
forced to see the world

f r o m  i n s i d e  t h e
commandant’s  house.
This  perspective  is
uncomfortable, but it is
p r e c i s e l y  t h a t
discomfort which builds
empathy.  Readers
begin  to  understand
how  ordinary  people
c o u l d  b e c o m e
complicit  in  atrocities.
The  book  does  not
preach;  it  shows.  And
that  showing  is  what
changes how we think
about  prejudice  and
moral  responsibility.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
PEOPLE BEHIND
THE FENCE

Bruno –
The Naive
Explorer
Bruno is a typical nine-
year -o ld :  he  l ikes
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exploring,  misses  his
grandparents,  and
thinks  his  father’s
uniform  is  si l ly.  He
does  not  understand
why the people on the
other side of the fence
are  treated  so  poorly.
His  innocence  is  both
h is  charm  and  h is
t ragedy.  Through
B r u n o ,  r e a d e r s
e x p e r i e n c e  t h e
Holocaust  without  the
b u r d e n  o f  a d u l t
knowledge.  The  Boy
i n  t h e  S t r i p e d
Pajamas would lose its
power without Bruno’s
unfiltered voice.

Shmuel –
The Quiet
Mirror
Shmuel is the opposite
o f  B r u n o  i n
c i rcumstance  but
similar  in  spirit.  He  is

hungry,  scared,  and
lonely, yet he remains
gentle.  He  forgives
Bruno when he betrays
their  friendship  under
pressure .  Shmuel
represents the millions
of  children  who  were
v i c t i m s  o f  t h e
H o l o c a u s t .  H i s
character gives a face
to  the  s ta t i s t i c s ,
making  the  horror
deeply  personal.

Gretel –
The
Indoctrin
ated
Sister
Bruno’s  older  sister
Gretel  undergoes  a
transformation  from  a
d o l l s - a n d - b o y s
obsessed  g i r l  to  a
fervent Nazi supporter.



Read The Boy In The Striped Pajamas 7

7

She  represents  how
easily propaganda can
co-opt  young  minds.
Her  character  is  a
warning  about  the
power  of  groupthink
a n d  t h e  l o s s  o f
individual  morality.

The
Father –
The
Tragic
Perpetrat
or
Bruno’s father is not a
caricature of evil; he is
a man who believes he
is doing his duty. He is
kind to his children but
orders  the  deaths  of
t h o u s a n d s .  T h i s
paradox is  one of  the
m o s t  u n s e t t l i n g

aspects of the book. It
fo rces  readers  to
confront  the  fact  that
ev i l  o f ten  wears  a
friendly  face.

HISTORICAL
CONTEXT: WHAT
THE BOOK GETS
RIGHT AND WHAT
IT GETS WRONG

Fiction,
Not
History
It  is  essential  to  note
that  The  Boy  in  the
Striped  Pajamas  is  a
work  of  fiction.
H i s t o r i a n s  h a v e
pointed  out  that  the
premise—a boy with no
knowledge of the camp
l i v i n g  n e x t  t o
A u s c h w i t z — i s
historically improbable.
The  commandant’s
family  would  have



8

8 Read The Boy In The Striped
Pajamas

2024-05-28

been kept far from the
actual camp. Moreover,
a  n i n e - y e a r - o l d
prisoner  like  Shmuel
would likely have been
kil led  immediately
upon  arrival.
However,  the  novel
never  claims  to  be  a
historical  textbook.
John  Boyne  has  said
that he wrote a fable,
not  a  documentary.
The power of the story
lies  not  in  its  factual
accuracy,  but  in  its
emotional  truth.  It
captures  the  essence
of innocence destroyed
by prejudice.

Why It
Still
Matters
Despite  its  historical
l iberties,  the  book
serves  as  a  gateway
for  many  readers  to

learn  more  about  the
Holocaust.  It  sparks
questions:  “What  was
Auschwitz  really  like?
What happened to the
children?  How  could
the  wor ld  l e t  th i s
happen?”  When  you
read The Boy In The
Striped Pajamas, you
are  invited  to  explore
t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s
further.  Many  readers
have gone on to study
memoirs like Night  by
El ie  Wiesel  or  The
Diary  of  Anne  Frank
after  finishing  Boyne’s
novel.

LITERARY DEVICES
AND WRITING
STYLE

Dramatic
Irony
The  most  powerful
device  in  the  book  is
dramatic  irony.  The
reader  knows  that
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“ O u t - W i t h ”  i s
Auschwitz and that the
fence encloses a death
camp, but Bruno does
n o t .  T h i s  g a p  i n
understanding  creates
constant tension. Every
time  Bruno  casually
mentions the “horrible
smell” or the “workers
in  their  pajamas,”  the
reader feels a chill. It is
a  masterful  way  to
m a k e  t h e  s t o r y
accessible  without
sanitizing  the  horror.

Symbolis
m
The  striped  pajamas
themse lves  a re  a
powerful symbol. They
reduce  people  to  a
uniform,  str ipping
away  identity.  The
fence  represents
division,  but  also  the
arbitrary  nature  of
prejudice. The light and
dark  imagery—Bruno’s

house  i s  dark  and
oppressive,  while  the
c a m p  i s  g r a y  a n d
barren—reinforces  the
mood. The author uses
simple objects to carry
deep meaning.

Simple
Prose,
Deep
Impact
B o y n e ’ s  p r o s e  i s
straightforward,  using
short  sentences  and
concrete details. This is
perfect  for  a  chi ld
na r ra to r .  Ye t  the
simplicity  belies  the
profound  tragedy.
Consider  the  final
scene,  where  Bruno
and Shmuel hold hands
i n  t h e  d a r k .  T h e
understated  language
makes  the  ending  all
the  more  devastating.
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It  stays with you long
after  you  close  the
book.

THE
CONTROVERSY:
CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
DEBATES

Praised
for
Emotional
Power
M a n y  c r i t i c s  a n d
readers  praise  the
book  for  its  ability  to
make  the  Holocaust
emotionally  real  for  a
new generation. It won
numerous  awards  and
w a s  a  b e s t s e l l e r
worldwide.  Teachers
v a l u e  i t  f o r  i t s
r e l a t a b i l i t y  a n d
discussion potential.

Criticized
for
Historical
Inaccurac
y
Some  scholars  argue
t h a t  t h e  b o o k
misrepresents  the
Holocaust  by  focusing
on  a  German  boy’s
suffering  rather  than
the victims. They worry
that readers may come
away with  a  distorted
view—perhaps thinking
that  the  commandant
was  a lso  a  v ict im.
Others  note  that  the
fable-like  ending  (the
boys  die  together)
softens the reality that
millions died alone.
I t  i s  important  for
readers  to  approach
the  book  as  a  story,
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not a lesson. The best
way to appreciate it is
to  read  it  alongside
factual  accounts.  That
way, you gain both the
emotional  impact  and
t h e  h i s t o r i c a l
understanding.

HOW TO READ THE
BOY IN THE
STRIPED PAJAMAS
MEANINGFULLY

Discussio
n
Questions
for Book
Clubs or
Classroo

ms
I f  you  plan  to  read
T h e  B o y  I n  T h e
Striped Pajamas with
a group, consider these
questions:

Why does Bruno
never fully
understand what
is happening?
What does this
say about the
limits of
childhood
innocence?
How does the
author use the
fence as a
symbol? What
does it separate
besides the
boys?
Is Bruno’s father
truly evil, or is he
a victim of his
own
indoctrination?
Can we
sympathize with
him?
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How does the
ending affect
you? Does it feel
tragic, hopeful,
or both?
What might the
book be saying
about guilt,
complicity, and
responsibility?

Compani
on Books
to
Deepen
Understa
nding
After  finishing  Boyne’s
n o v e l ,  c o n s i d e r
exploring  these  titles
for  deeper  context:

Night by Elie1.
Wiesel – A

firsthand memoir
of Auschwitz.
The Diary of a2.
Young Girl by
Anne Frank –
Innocence and
fear in hiding.
Maus by Art3.
Spiegelman – A
graphic novel
that uses
animals to depict
the Holocaust.
The Book Thief4.
by Markus
Zusak – Another
powerful story
set in Nazi
Germany, with a
unique narrator.

FINAL THOUGHTS:
THE LASTING
IMPACT OF THE
NOVEL

Read The Boy In The
Striped Pajamas and
you  will  encounter  a
story that is as heart-
wrench ing  as  i t  i s
important.  It  does not
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pretend to be a history
lesson.  Instead,  i t
invites  readers  into  a
moral landscape where
the line between friend
and  foe  blurs,  where
i g n o r a n c e  i s  n o t
innocence,  and  where
a  s i m p l e  a c t  o f
friendship  can  cost
everything.
In a world still plagued
by  prejudice,  division,
and indifference, Bruno
and  Shmuel’s  story
remains  urgent.  I t
r e m i n d s  u s  t h a t
ch i ldren  see  what
a d u l t s  r e f u s e  t o
s e e — t h e  s h a r e d

h u m a n i t y  t h a t
connects  us  all.  The
fence  is  not  the  only
thing  that  separates
p e o p l e ;  o u r  o w n
unwillingness  to  look
beyond  stereotypes
does  as  well.
Whether you read The
Boy  In  The  Striped
Pajamas  for  the  first
time  or  the  tenth,  its
message  endures:  we
must  teach  ourselves
and  our  children  to
recognize evil, to stand
against it, and to value
every  life  behind  the
fence. That is a lesson
worth reading about.


