
the boy in the striped pajamas parents guide
the boy in the striped pajamas parents guide, this comprehensive resource delves into the
profound themes and sensitive subject matter presented in John Boyne's novel and its film
adaptation. Understanding the context and impact of "The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas" is crucial for
parents aiming to discuss its complexities with their children. This guide will explore the historical
backdrop of the Holocaust, the innocent perspective of childhood naivety, the ethical dilemmas faced
by characters, and practical advice for navigating difficult conversations. We will address how to
approach the story's portrayal of prejudice, the nature of friendship across societal divides, and the
importance of critical thinking when engaging with historical fiction. Our aim is to equip parents
with the knowledge and tools to facilitate a meaningful and educational experience for younger
readers and viewers.

Understanding "The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas":
Context and Content

Exploring the Historical Setting: The Holocaust and
World War II
To fully grasp "The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas," it is essential to understand the historical period in
which it is set. The novel and film depict the horrors of the Holocaust, the systematic, state-
sponsored persecution and murder of six million Jews by the Nazi regime and its collaborators. This
period of history, primarily during World War II, is characterized by extreme antisemitism,
propaganda, and the dehumanization of entire populations.

Understanding this context allows parents to frame the narrative within its true historical
significance. The story, while fictionalized, draws upon real events and ideologies that led to
unimaginable suffering. It is important to acknowledge that the "camp" depicted is a concentration
camp, specifically Auschwitz, a site of mass extermination.

The Innocent Perspective: Bruno's Unknowing Gaze
A central element of "The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas" is its narrative perspective, told primarily
through the eyes of eight-year-old Bruno. Bruno is a child of privilege, largely sheltered from the
harsh realities of his father's role and the wider political climate. His innocent observations and
misunderstandings are key to the story's emotional impact and its exploration of how ignorance can
coexist with profound evil.

Parents can use Bruno's perspective to discuss the concept of innocence versus knowledge. How
does Bruno's lack of understanding shape his interactions and perceptions? What does this highlight
about the power of upbringing and environment in shaping a child's worldview? His innocent desire
for friendship, even with someone he cannot fully comprehend, is a poignant aspect that resonates
with young audiences.



Navigating Sensitive Themes: Prejudice, Friendship,
and Loss
The novel and film tackle deeply sensitive themes that require careful consideration for a parent's
guide. Prejudice, a pervasive force in the story, is presented through the discriminatory actions and
beliefs of the Nazi regime, particularly embodied by Bruno's father and the soldiers. Conversely, the
story also highlights the unexpected and powerful bond of friendship that forms between Bruno and
Shmuel, transcending the barbed wire that separates them.

The ultimate tragedy and loss depicted in the climax of the story serve as a stark reminder of the
devastating consequences of hatred and intolerance. When discussing these themes, it is important
to address them with age-appropriateness, focusing on the moral implications rather than gratuitous
detail. The contrast between the children's innocence and the adults' complicity or active
participation in evil is a critical area for discussion.

Key Characters and Their Roles in the Narrative

Bruno: The Sheltered Observer
Bruno, the protagonist, is the son of a Nazi commandant. His move from Berlin to the desolate "Out-
With" (Auschwitz) marks a significant shift in his young life. His curiosity and desire for adventure
lead him to explore his surroundings, ultimately bringing him to the fence of the concentration
camp. Bruno’s character exemplifies how a child's inherent goodness can be obscured by ignorance,
and how they can forge connections despite profound societal divisions.

Shmuel: The Boy Behind the Fence
Shmuel is a Jewish boy imprisoned in the concentration camp. He represents the victims of the
Holocaust, living a life of hardship, hunger, and fear. His friendship with Bruno is born out of
loneliness and a shared childhood innocence, despite their vastly different realities. Shmuel's
perspective offers a glimpse into the suffering endured by those imprisoned.

The Father: The Authority Figure and Perpetrator
Bruno's father holds a position of authority within the Nazi regime, responsible for the operations of
the concentration camp. His character represents the complicity and active participation of
individuals in the atrocities of the Holocaust. His actions and beliefs, while not explicitly detailed in
their full brutality through Bruno's eyes, are the underlying cause of the tragedy.

Gretel: The Influence of Ideology
Bruno's older sister, Gretel, undergoes a transformation throughout the story, becoming increasingly
indoctrinated by Nazi ideology and her tutor, Herr Liszt. Her character illustrates how children can
be influenced by propaganda and the prevailing political climate, moving from innocent play to



embracing hateful rhetoric.

Guidance for Parents: Discussing "The Boy in the
Striped Pyjamas" with Children

Age Appropriateness and Content Warnings
When considering whether "The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas" is suitable for your child, age
appropriateness is paramount. The novel and film are often recommended for ages 12 and up,
though some parents may choose to introduce it earlier or later depending on their child's maturity
and emotional development. It is crucial to provide content warnings, informing children that the
story deals with difficult and sad themes, including war, prejudice, and death.

Explicitly stating that the story is set during a real historical event, the Holocaust, can prepare them
for the gravity of the narrative. Emphasize that while the story is fictional, it aims to convey the
impact of historical events. This preparation can help mitigate potential distress and foster a more
thoughtful engagement with the material.

Initiating Difficult Conversations: Prompting Thought
and Empathy
The most valuable aspect of engaging with "The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas" as a family is the
opportunity for open and honest dialogue. Parents should initiate conversations, rather than waiting
for their children to ask questions. Start by asking open-ended questions about the characters'
feelings and motivations. For example:

"How did Bruno feel when he moved to the new house?"

"Why do you think Shmuel was behind the fence?"

"What did Bruno and Shmuel have in common?"

"How does the fence make you feel?"

These questions encourage critical thinking and empathy. Focus on the emotional responses of the
characters and allow children to express their own feelings about what they are witnessing. It is
important to create a safe space where children feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and fears
without judgment.

Explaining the Holocaust in an Age-Appropriate



Manner
For younger children, explaining the Holocaust can be daunting. Avoid overwhelming them with
graphic details. Instead, focus on the core concepts: that during World War II, a group of people
called Nazis, led by a man named Hitler, were very cruel to Jewish people and others they disliked.
They believed these groups were bad and forced them to live in terrible places like camps,
separating them from their families and treating them unfairly.

For older children, you can introduce more details about the systematic nature of the persecution,
the ideology behind it, and the devastating scale of the loss. Use reliable resources and age-
appropriate books or documentaries to supplement the discussion. The key is to convey the
historical reality without traumatizing them. Focus on the importance of remembering these events
to prevent them from happening again.

Promoting Critical Thinking About Prejudice and
Discrimination
"The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas" offers a powerful lens through which to examine prejudice. Discuss
with your children how the Nazis judged people based on their religion and ethnicity, leading to
discrimination and violence. Explore the idea that judging individuals based on stereotypes is wrong
and harmful.

Ask questions like:

"Why were the people behind the fence treated so badly?"

"What does it mean to be prejudiced?"

"How can we be kind to everyone, no matter how different they are?"

Encourage children to identify examples of prejudice in the story and in the world around them, and
discuss how to challenge it. Emphasize the importance of treating everyone with respect and dignity.

The Importance of Friendship and Standing Up for
What is Right
The unlikely friendship between Bruno and Shmuel is a central theme. Discuss how friendship can
develop between people from different backgrounds and circumstances. Explore the courage it took
for Bruno to defy his parents and his world to help his friend.

Ask your children:

"What makes Bruno and Shmuel's friendship special?"

"Was it brave for Bruno to go through the fence?"

"What does it mean to be a good friend?"



This can lead to conversations about loyalty, empathy, and the courage to do the right thing, even
when it's difficult. Highlight how standing up against injustice, even in small ways, is important.

Resources for Further Learning and Support
For parents who wish to delve deeper into the history of the Holocaust and its impact, numerous
reputable resources are available. Museums, educational websites, and books dedicated to
Holocaust education can provide invaluable information. These resources can help you answer your
children's questions with accuracy and sensitivity.

Consider exploring:

The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum website.

The Anne Frank House official website.

Children's books that explain the Holocaust in an age-appropriate manner.

Seeking support from educators or child psychologists can also be beneficial if you find the
discussions particularly challenging or if your child exhibits significant distress.

Frequently Asked Questions

What age is 'The Boy in the Striped Pajamas' generally
recommended for?
While there's no official age rating from the filmmakers, 'The Boy in the Striped Pajamas' is
generally recommended for ages 13 and up due to its mature themes, historical context of the
Holocaust, and the disturbing nature of its subject matter. Parental guidance is strongly advised for
younger viewers.

Does the movie accurately portray the historical events of the
Holocaust?
No, 'The Boy in the Striped Pajamas' is a fictional story and takes significant creative liberties. While
it's set during the Holocaust, it simplifies and allegorizes the events for narrative purposes. It's
crucial to understand it's not a documentary and should be supplemented with accurate historical
information about the Holocaust.

What are the main themes parents should be aware of when
discussing the movie with their children?
Key themes include innocence vs. experience, prejudice and discrimination, the nature of friendship
across divides, the devastating consequences of war and hatred, and the importance of empathy and



understanding. Discussing the irrationality of prejudice and the human cost of the Holocaust is vital.

How graphic is the violence in 'The Boy in the Striped
Pajamas'?
The film avoids explicit or gratuitous violence. The horrors of the Holocaust are implied and felt
through the characters' experiences and the oppressive atmosphere. The most disturbing moments
are often a result of the implications rather than graphic depictions.

Is the ending appropriate for children, and how should
parents handle it?
The ending is extremely impactful and emotionally devastating. Parents should be prepared for a
somber and upsetting conclusion. It's essential to discuss the ending openly with children, offering
comfort, answering questions, and providing a safe space to process the emotions and the historical
context of such tragic outcomes.

What is the primary message of 'The Boy in the Striped
Pajamas'?
The film explores the tragic consequences of prejudice and ignorance, highlighting how arbitrary
borders and hatred can destroy innocent lives. It underscores the idea that humanity and
compassion can exist even in the darkest of times, but also the devastating power of systemic evil.

How can parents help their children understand the historical
context of the Holocaust while watching this film?
Parents should use the film as a starting point for a broader discussion about the Holocaust. This can
involve explaining the real historical events, the motivations behind the persecution, and the
immense suffering of the victims. Age-appropriate books, documentaries, and museum visits can
provide a more comprehensive understanding.

Are there any positive aspects for children to take away from
this film?
Yes, the film can foster discussions about the importance of questioning authority, standing up
against injustice, the value of friendship, and the dangers of accepting biased information without
critical thought. It can also highlight the resilience of the human spirit, even in the face of immense
adversity.

What are some common concerns parents have about this
movie, and how can they be addressed?
Common concerns include the emotional toll of the film, the potential for confusion about historical
accuracy, and the difficult subject matter. Addressing these involves open communication, age-
appropriate explanations, emotional support, and a commitment to providing accurate historical
context.



Should 'The Boy in the Striped Pajamas' be watched with
younger siblings or alone?
It is highly recommended that younger children watch this film with parental supervision and
guidance. The complex themes and emotional weight are best navigated with a parent present to
offer context, answer questions, and provide emotional support. Watching alone could be
overwhelming and confusing.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to a parents' guide for "The Boy in the Striped Pajamas," focusing on
themes of understanding, discussion, and historical context:

1. The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank. This profoundly personal and moving diary offers a
firsthand account of a young Jewish girl’s experiences hiding from the Nazis during World War II. It
provides a crucial window into the fear, resilience, and hopes of those targeted by the Holocaust,
serving as an invaluable resource for understanding the historical backdrop of "The Boy in the
Striped Pajamas." Parents can use this to illustrate the real-life terror and dehumanization that the
fictional characters represent.

2. Maus by Art Spiegelman. This Pulitzer Prize-winning graphic novel is a powerful and unique
retelling of the author’s father’s experiences as a Polish Jewish survivor of the Holocaust.
Spiegelman portrays Jews as mice and Nazis as cats, a stark and impactful metaphor that can help
young readers grapple with the complex and horrific events. It offers a different artistic medium to
explore the same historical trauma, making it accessible while retaining its gravity.

3. Night by Elie Wiesel. A harrowing memoir of Wiesel's experiences in Nazi concentration camps,
this book is a testament to the unimaginable suffering endured by victims of the Holocaust. It
unflinchingly details the loss of faith, family, and humanity. For parents guiding discussions about
"The Boy in the Striped Pajamas," "Night" provides a direct and deeply emotional perspective on the
true horrors of the regime.

4. The Children of Willesden Lane by Mona Golabek and Lee Cohen. This true story chronicles the
experiences of Lisa Jura, a young Jewish girl who fled Austria on the Kindertransport just before
World War II. She finds refuge in London and uses her musical talent to survive and connect with
others amidst the Blitz. It offers a hopeful, albeit challenging, narrative of survival and resilience for
children during that era, mirroring Bruno's innocence being contrasted with adult realities.

5. Number the Stars by Lois Lowry. Set in Nazi-occupied Denmark, this novel tells the story of ten-
year-old Annemarie Johansen, who helps her Jewish best friend escape to Sweden. It is a story of
courage, friendship, and the quiet acts of resistance that ordinary people undertook. This book is an
excellent bridge for younger readers to understand the dangers and the ethical dilemmas faced by
those living under Nazi rule, similar to the moral questions raised in "The Boy in the Striped
Pajamas."

6. The Book Thief by Markus Zusak. Narrated by Death, this novel follows Liesel Meminger, a young
girl in Nazi Germany who finds solace in stolen books. It explores themes of humanity, kindness, and
the power of words amidst the brutality of war. While more mature in its themes, it offers a nuanced
perspective on the lives of Germans living during the time and the pervasive influence of Nazism,



providing a broader context for the novel's setting.

7. Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl – The Definitive Edition edited by David Barnouw and
Gerrold D. Van der Stroom. This edition provides a more complete and annotated version of Anne
Frank's diary, offering deeper historical context and insights into her life and the world around her.
It is ideal for parents seeking a richer understanding of the historical period and the specific
circumstances that shaped Anne's experiences, which resonate with the themes of innocence facing
horrific reality in "The Boy in the Striped Pajamas."

8. Childhood and the Holocaust: A Guide for Educators and Parents by Shoshana Epstein. This book
offers practical advice and pedagogical strategies for discussing the Holocaust with children in an
age-appropriate and sensitive manner. It addresses the emotional impact of such historical events
and provides tools for fostering empathy and critical thinking. It is specifically designed to equip
parents with the resources needed to navigate difficult conversations prompted by books like "The
Boy in the Striped Pajamas."

9. The Only Road by Alexandra Diaz. While not directly about the Holocaust, this novel follows a
young boy who must flee his home due to gang violence in Central America, highlighting themes of
displacement, fear, and the arduous journey to safety. It draws parallels to the experience of forced
migration and the profound impact on children, offering a modern-day lens through which to
understand the universal themes of a child's innocent perspective confronted by dangerous
circumstances, similar to Bruno's naive understanding.
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