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The Boy In The Striped Pajamas
Figurative Language

The boy in the striped pajamas figurative language is a fascinating aspect of the novel that enriches
its storytelling, deepening the emotional impact and highlighting the complex themes woven throughout
the narrative. Through the use of metaphors, similes, personification, and symbolism, the author, John
Boyne, transforms simple descriptions into powerful literary devices that evoke empathy, highlight
innocence amidst chaos, and underscore the tragic realities of war. Understanding the figurative language
in the novel allows readers to appreciate the layers of meaning beneath the surface, making the story
more compelling and thought-provoking.

Understanding Figurative Language in Literature

What Is Figurative Language?
Figurative language is a literary device that writers use to create vivid images, express emotions, or
convey ideas beyond their literal meanings. Unlike straightforward language, figurative language employs
comparisons and symbolism to evoke imagery and deepen understanding. It often includes devices such
as metaphors, similes, personification, and symbolism, each serving a unique purpose in storytelling.

Why Is Figurative Language Important?
In literature, figurative language: - Enhances imagery, making scenes more vivid. - Conveys complex
emotions that might be difficult to express literally. - Offers symbolic meaning, adding depth to themes. -
Engages readers by appealing to their senses and imagination. In the context of The Boy in the Striped
Pajamas, figurative language plays a vital role in illustrating the innocence of childhood amidst the horrors
of war, and in highlighting the contrasts between the two worlds— the Nazi concentration camp and the
boy’s home.

Figurative Language in The Boy in the Striped Pajamas

The novel employs various figures of speech to evoke emotional responses and to symbolize broader
themes. Let’s explore some of the most prominent types of figurative language used in the book.

Metaphors and Similes
Metaphors and similes are perhaps the most prevalent devices in Boyne’s narrative, used to draw
comparisons that illuminate character emotions and themes.

The Fence as a Symbol: One of the most persistent metaphors is the fence that separates Bruno and1.
Shmuel. Bruno perceives the fence as a barrier that keeps the boy on the other side “locked away,” but



metaphorically, it symbolizes the division between innocence and evil, freedom and captivity.
“The World as a Glass Jar”: Bruno describes his world as if it’s contained within a glass jar, fragile2.
and transparent. This simile emphasizes his innocence and naivety about the horrors surrounding him,
highlighting how his perception is limited and protected by ignorance.
“A Shadow of Fear”: When describing the atmosphere in the camp, the novel employs this metaphor3.
to depict the pervasive sense of dread that hangs over the prisoners, including Shmuel.

Personification
Personification attributes human qualities to non-human elements, making abstract concepts more
relatable.

The Fence as a Silent Watcher: The fence is personified as an entity that “stands silently,”1.
emphasizing its omnipresence and the way it “watches” over the prisoners, symbolizing the ever-
present control and oppression.
The Sun as a Harsh Observer: In some scenes, the sun is described as “blazing down,” personified to2.
create an oppressive atmosphere, highlighting the brutality and heat of the camp environment.

Symbolism
Symbolism is central to the novel’s figurative language, with many objects and characters representing
larger ideas.

The Striped Pajamas: The pajamas symbolize the dehumanization of the prisoners, reducing them to1.
a uniform, and also represent innocence and the blurred lines between innocence and complicity.
The Fences and Walls: These barriers stand for social and racial divisions, physical and psychological2.
separations, and the oppressive structures of the Nazi regime.
Shmuel’s Starvation: The physical weakness of Shmuel serves as a metaphor for the suffering of3.
countless victims, emphasizing the cruelty of the Holocaust.

The Role of Figurative Language in Conveying Themes

Figurative language in The Boy in the Striped Pajamas is not merely decorative but instrumental in
conveying key themes.

Innocence and Naivety
The novel’s use of simple metaphors and comparisons, especially from Bruno’s perspective, underscore
the innocence of childhood. Bruno’s naïve descriptions of the camp and his misunderstandings of the
situation highlight how children perceive the world differently, often through a lens of innocence that is
starkly contrasted with the harsh reality.

Division and Connection
The fences, walls, and barriers serve as powerful symbols of division—racial, social, and ideological. Yet,
through the friendship between Bruno and Shmuel, the novel also explores the possibility of connection
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beyond these barriers, emphasizing the human capacity for empathy and understanding.

Dehumanization and Humanity
The striped pajamas and the camp environment symbolize dehumanization, stripping prisoners of their
identities. Conversely, moments of kindness and innocence, such as Bruno’s genuine concern for Shmuel,
serve as reminders of innate human dignity amid brutality.

Analyzing Key Passages with Figurative Language

Examining specific passages reveals how Boyne masterfully employs figurative language to evoke emotion
and meaning.

Bruno’s Encounter with the Fence
Bruno’s description of the fence as “a line that divides the world in two” uses simple language to
symbolize the division between innocence and evil. The fence acts as both a literal barrier and a
metaphorical one, representing societal divisions and the loss of innocence.

The Camp as a “Dark Shadow”
When Bruno describes the camp as a “dark shadow,” he employs personification to depict the pervasive
evil that looms over everything. This imagery emphasizes the threat and the shadow of death cast over
the prisoners.

Conclusion: The Power of Figurative Language in
Literature

The use of figurative language in The Boy in the Striped Pajamas elevates the narrative from a simple story
of childhood friendship to a profound commentary on human nature, morality, and the devastating effects
of prejudice. Through metaphors, similes, personification, and symbolism, John Boyne invites readers to
see beyond the literal, to feel the emotional truths beneath the surface, and to reflect on the enduring
lessons about compassion, innocence, and the consequences of division. Analyzing these literary devices
enriches the reading experience, fostering a deeper understanding of the novel’s powerful themes and the
tragic history it portrays. This comprehensive exploration demonstrates how figurative language is integral
to the storytelling in The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, making it a poignant and enduring work that
continues to resonate with readers around the world.

Figurative Language in The Boy in the Striped Pajamas: An In-Depth Analysis

Introduction

The Boy in the Striped Pajamas by John Boyne is a poignant novel set against the backdrop of World War II,
exploring themes of innocence, innocence lost, and the tragic consequences of prejudice. Beyond its



compelling narrative and character development, the book employs a rich tapestry of figurative language
that deepens its emotional resonance and thematic complexity. This review explores the various forms of
figurative language used throughout the novel—metaphors, similes, personification, symbolism, and
others—and analyzes how these literary devices contribute to the overall impact of the story.

The Role of Figurative Language in Enhancing Themes

Figurative language in the novel serves multiple purposes: - Conveying complex emotions that might be
difficult to express directly. - Creating vivid imagery that immerses the reader into the bleak and
contrasting worlds of the characters. - Highlighting themes such as innocence, innocence lost, ignorance,
and the horrors of war. - Developing symbolism that underscores the central motifs of the narrative.
Understanding these devices allows readers to appreciate the depth of Boyne’s storytelling beyond the
surface plot.

Metaphors and Their Significance

The Fence as a Symbol of Division
One of the most prominent metaphors in the novel is the fence that separates Bruno from the prisoners.
Boyne subtly employs this metaphor to symbolize: - The physical and ideological divide between innocence
and evil. - The barrier between childhood ignorance and the brutal realities of war. - The concept of
boundaries—both literal and metaphorical—that divide people based on race, nationality, and class.
Example: Bruno’s casual observation that the fence is "just a big, scary, barbed wire thing" highlights his
naive perception of the world, which contrasts sharply with the brutal reality it represents.

Shadows and Darkness as Symbols of Evil
Throughout the novel, darkness and shadows serve as metaphors for the pervasive presence of evil and
evil’s impact on humanity: - The "darkness" often encroaches upon Bruno's world, symbolizing ignorance
and moral blindness. - The "shadows" cast over the characters represent the unseen and unacknowledged
horrors of the Holocaust.

Similes That Paint Vivid Imagery

Boyne’s use of similes enriches the narrative, making abstract concepts tangible: - Bruno’s view of the
camp: "It looked like a strange, enormous, and rather frightening playground," which emphasizes his
childlike innocence and curiosity. - The soldiers’ uniforms: described as "shiny like new coins," highlighting
their pristine, intimidating appearance, and contrasting with the dirt and despair of the camp inmates. -
The fence: "like a giant, unbreakable wall," illustrating the seemingly insurmountable barrier between the
two worlds. These similes serve to evoke sensory experiences, making the emotional and physical
landscapes more relatable and impactful.
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Personification and Its Effects

Personification is used to imbue abstract concepts with human qualities, deepening the emotional impact:
- The landscape: At times, the land "whispered secrets," suggesting that nature itself bears witness to the
horrors unfolding. - Time: The passage of time is described as "creeping slowly," emphasizing the
stagnation and despair felt during Bruno’s stay at the camp. - The camp: Described as "standing silently
and ominously," almost as a living entity with malevolent intent. This personification creates a sense of
atmosphere and mood, making the environment an active participant in the narrative rather than a
passive backdrop.

Symbolism: The Striped Pajamas and Other Key Symbols

The Striped Pajamas as a Symbol of Innocence and Conformity
The title itself encapsulates a powerful symbol: - The pajamas are a visual marker of the prisoners,
stripping them of individuality and reducing them to mere numbers. - Bruno’s innocent fascination with the
pajamas reflects his inability to understand their true significance. - The pajamas symbolize conformity,
loss of identity, and dehumanization, highlighting how the Holocaust reduced individuals to their apparel
and labels.

The Garden and the Flower
Bruno's garden, where he plants a flower, symbolizes: - Hope and innocence amidst chaos. - The potential
for growth and renewal even in dark circumstances. - Bruno's innocence and his attempt to find beauty
and life in a world ravaged by war.

The Turning Point as a Symbol of Ignorance and Tragedy
The climax of the story—the tragic death of Bruno and Shmuel—serves as a powerful symbol of: - The
devastating consequences of prejudice and ignorance. - The loss of innocence on both personal and
societal levels. - The futility of innocence in the face of systemic evil.

Imagery and Its Contribution to Mood and Tone

Boyne employs vivid imagery to evoke specific moods: - The dreary, bleak landscape around the camp
creates an atmosphere of despair. - Descriptions of Bruno’s home as warm and inviting contrast sharply
with the cold, oppressive camp environment. - The clothing and surroundings are often described in stark,
contrasting images that emphasize the divide between innocence and brutality. This imagery establishes a
tone that oscillates between innocence, curiosity, and growing horror, guiding the reader through complex
emotional terrain.



Irony as a Form of Figurative Language

Boyne’s use of irony amplifies the novel’s tragic message: - Situational irony: Bruno, unaware of the true
nature of the camp, befriends Shmuel, a Jewish prisoner, believing they are simply playing a game. -
Dramatic irony: Readers are acutely aware of the horrors that Bruno remains ignorant of, creating tension
and poignancy. - Verbal irony: Bruno’s naive comments often unintentionally highlight the grave realities,
such as when he describes the camp as "just another house" or "a strange kind of vacation." Irony deepens
the emotional impact by exposing the tragic disconnect between appearances and reality.

Hyperbole and Understatement

While less common, hyperbole and understatement are used effectively: - Hyperbole: When describing the
soldiers or the camp, Boyne sometimes exaggerates to emphasize their intimidating or ominous presence.
- Understatement: Bruno’s casual remarks about the camp reflect his innocence, but also serve as an
understated critique of the ignorance surrounding him. These devices help balance tone, oscillating
between innocence and horror.

Conclusion: The Power of Figurative Language in The Boy
in the Striped Pajamas

Boyne’s masterful use of figurative language—metaphors, similes, personification, symbolism,
irony—serves not only to craft vivid imagery but also to deepen the novel’s themes and emotional impact.
The metaphors and symbols, in particular, forge connections between the reader and the characters’
experiences, illustrating complex ideas such as innocence, dehumanization, and moral blindness in
accessible yet profound ways. By weaving these literary devices seamlessly into the narrative, Boyne
invites readers to see the world through Bruno’s innocent eyes while simultaneously confronting the brutal
realities hidden beneath. The figurative language transforms a simple story into a powerful, multi-layered
reflection on human nature and the devastating consequences of prejudice. In sum, understanding and
appreciating the figurative language in The Boy in the Striped Pajamas enhances the reader’s engagement
with the story and heightens its emotional and thematic resonance—making it a timeless piece that
continues to educate and move audiences worldwide.

Questions & Answers About the boy in the striped
pajamas figurative language

No Question Answer

1 What is an example of metaphor in
'The Boy in the Striped Pajamas'?

The striped pajamas themselves are a metaphor for the
blurred line between innocence and the horrors of war.

2 How does the author use
symbolism to represent innocence?

The innocence of Bruno is symbolized through his childlike
perspective and curiosity about the world around him.

3 What is an example of
personification in the novel?

The fence is personified as it 'divides and isolates' people,
emphasizing separation and confinement.
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4 How does the author use imagery
to evoke emotional responses?

Vivid imagery of the camp and Bruno’s surroundings helps
readers visualize the stark reality and feel empathy for the
characters.

5 Is there an example of irony in 'The
Boy in the Striped Pajamas'?

Yes, the situational irony is evident when Bruno, a German
boy, befriends a Jewish prisoner, unaware of the true nature
of the camp.

6 What role does allegory play in the
story?

The story is an allegory for the Holocaust, using the
characters and setting to symbolize larger moral and
historical themes.

7 How does the author use contrast
as a form of figurative language?

Contrast is shown through the innocence of Bruno versus the
brutality of the camp, highlighting the disparity between
childhood naivety and real-world horror.

8 What is a metaphor used to
describe the fence in the story?

The fence is metaphorically described as a barrier that
separates innocence from evil, symbolizing societal and racial
divisions.

9 How does the use of symbolism
enhance the novel's theme?

Symbolism, such as the striped pajamas and the fence,
deepens the theme of innocence lost and the tragic effects of
prejudice and hatred.

juvenile perspective, innocence and innocence lost, metaphorical boundaries, symbolism of pajamas,
childhood innocence, contrasting worlds, allegory for war, metaphorical barriers, innocence vs. evil,
innocence in darkness
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