the boys in the striped pajamas

The Boys in the Striped Pajamas is a poignant novel by John Boyne that
explores the themes of innocence, friendship, and the harrowing realities of
World War II through the eyes of a young boy. Set against the backdrop of the
Holocaust, the story follows Bruno, the son of a Nazi commandant, who
befriends a Jewish boy named Shmuel, who lives on the other side of a barbed-
wire fence. This article delves into the narrative, characters, themes, and
the powerful moral lessons embedded within this remarkable tale.

Plot Summary

The story begins in 1939 when Bruno's family relocates from Berlin to a house
near a concentration camp, which Bruno refers to as "Out-With." Bruno, an
innocent and curious nine-year-old, struggles to understand his new
surroundings and feels isolated in his new home. Exploring the area, he
discovers Shmuel, a boy of the same age wearing striped pajamas, who lives on
the other side of the fence that separates them.

Bruno and Shmuel develop a secret friendship, meeting regularly at the fence
and sharing stories about their lives. While Bruno is unaware of the true
nature of the camp and the horrors that occur there, Shmuel reveals glimpses
of his suffering, highlighting the stark contrast between their worlds.

As the narrative progresses, Bruno's innocence clashes with the grim
realities of the Holocaust. His desire to help Shmuel leads to the tragic
climax of the story, where the boys' friendship ultimately results in
devastating consequences. The novel concludes with a haunting and ambiguous
ending that leaves readers reflecting on the themes of innocence and the
impact of prejudice.

Character Analysis

Bruno

Bruno is the protagonist of the story, a young boy characterized by his
naivety and innocence. His journey from a sheltered life in Berlin to the
confines of a concentration camp serves as a powerful lens through which the
reader experiences the horrors of war. Key attributes of Bruno include:

- Curiosity: Bruno's inquisitive nature drives him to explore the world
around him, leading to his friendship with Shmuel.
- Innocence: Despite the war's impact, Bruno's understanding of right and



wrong is largely shaped by his youthful perspective.

- Compassion: Bruno's desire to connect with Shmuel highlights his innate
kindness and empathy, as he struggles to comprehend the injustices faced by
his friend.

Shmuel

Shmuel represents the suffering of the Jewish people during the Holocaust.
Unlike Bruno, Shmuel is acutely aware of the dire circumstances surrounding
him. His character embodies:

- Resilience: Despite his dire situation, Shmuel remains hopeful and
maintains a sense of identity.

- Suffering: Shmuel's experiences reflect the harsh realities of life in a
concentration camp, serving as a stark contrast to Bruno's sheltered
upbringing.

- Friendship: His bond with Bruno showcases the power of human connection,
even amidst unimaginable adversity.

Themes

The Boys in the Striped Pajamas is rich with themes that resonate deeply with
readers. Some of the most prominent include:

Innocence and Ignorance

The novel poignantly illustrates the theme of innocence, particularly through
Bruno's character. His lack of understanding about the realities of the
concentration camp highlights a broader commentary on how ignorance can
shield individuals from the harsh truths of the world. This theme 1is
encapsulated in several ways:

- Childlike Perspective: Bruno's perception of his surroundings is filtered
through his innocence, making the horrors of the Holocaust almost
unfathomable to him.

- Naiveté: His questions about the camp and his friendship with Shmuel
reflect a disconnect from the societal norms and prejudices that govern adult
behavior.

Friendship Across Divides

The friendship between Bruno and Shmuel serves as a central pillar of the
narrative. Their bond transcends the physical and ideological barriers that



separate them:

- Breaking Barriers: The boys' interactions challenge the societal constructs
of race and religion, suggesting that friendship can overcome the most
profound divides.

- Shared Humanity: Their connection emphasizes the importance of recognizing
shared humanity, a message that resonates strongly in the context of war and
conflict.

The Impact of War

The backdrop of World War II is crucial to understanding the novel's message.
The stark realities of the Holocaust serve as a powerful reminder of the
consequences of prejudice and hatred:

- Consequences of Prejudice: The stark divide between Bruno and Shmuel
highlights the destructive nature of discrimination and the human cost of
war.

- Loss of Innocence: The novel ultimately depicts how war robs individuals of
their innocence, as seen in the tragic fate of both boys.

Moral Lessons

The Boys in the Striped Pajamas imparts several moral lessons that resonate
with readers:

1. Empathy: The importance of understanding and empathizing with others,
regardless of their background, is a poignant lesson throughout the
narrative.

2. The Dangers of Blind Obedience: The story serves as a cautionary tale
about the dangers of blind obedience to authority and the moral
responsibility of individuals to question unjust systems.

3. The Consequences of Inaction: The tragic ending underscores the
consequences of inaction in the face of injustice, prompting readers to
reflect on their own roles in combating prejudice and discrimination.

Conclusion

The Boys in the Striped Pajamas stands as a powerful testament to the
innocence of childhood amidst the horrors of war. John Boyne's masterful
storytelling captivates readers and encourages them to confront the
uncomfortable truths of history. Through the friendship of Bruno and Shmuel,
the novel challenges societal norms, emphasizes the importance of empathy,
and serves as a reminder of the profound impact of prejudice. As readers
close the book, they are left with a haunting reflection on the fragility of



innocence and the enduring power of friendship, urging them to carry these
lessons forward into the world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Boy in the Striped
Pajamas'?
The main theme of 'The Boy in the Striped Pajamas' is the innocence of

childhood juxtaposed with the harsh realities of prejudice and the brutality
of war, exploring friendship across divided lines.

Who are the two central characters in the story?

The two central characters are Bruno, a young boy from a Nazi family, and
Shmuel, a Jewish boy imprisoned in a concentration camp.

How does the setting influence the plot of 'The Boy
in the Striped Pajamas'?

The setting, primarily during World War II in Nazi Germany, creates a stark
contrast between Bruno's sheltered life and Shmuel's grim reality,
highlighting the impact of war on innocence and friendship.

What is the significance of the 'striped pajamas'?

The 'striped pajamas' symbolize the dehumanization and loss of identity
experienced by the concentration camp prisoners, contrasting with the
innocence of childhood represented by Bruno's attire.

What lesson can be learned from the ending of 'The
Boy in the Striped Pajamas'?

The ending of 'The Boy in the Striped Pajamas' teaches a poignant lesson
about the consequences of ignorance and the tragic outcomes of hatred and
discrimination.

How does the author, John Boyne, portray the
perspective of children in the novel?

John Boyne portrays the perspective of children through their innocent and
untainted view of the world, emphasizing their ability to form friendships
without understanding societal prejudices.



What role does Bruno's family play in the narrative?

Bruno's family represents the complicity of ordinary people in the atrocities
of war, with his father's role as a commandant reflecting the moral dilemmas
faced by individuals during this dark period in history.
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