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Abstract

This article discusses the English-to-Thai translations of two contemporary 
novels: Room by Emma Donoghue and The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas 
by John Boyne. These two selected texts present some linguistic challenges 
to the translators because of the narrations which are meant to reveal 
the innocent perspectives of young children. Since the main characters 
in both stories are too young to fully comprehend the adverse situations 
they are faced with, the language used in the narratives concomitantly 
exhibits linguistic peculiarities highlighting the discrepancy between the 
reality and the characters’ viewpoints. What merits a close examination 
is how such peculiarities are transposed to the translated versions. Do 
the Thai translations of both novels successfully convey the innocence 
of the protagonists embodied in the language of the source texts? In 
addressing these questions, our discussion will incorporate the concept 
of equivalence in tandem with verbal incongruity to analyze the transferral 
of meanings from the source texts to the translated texts in the target 
language.
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INTRODUCTION 

This paper aims to examine the problems that arise when verbal expressions of children’s 
innocence are translated from one language to another. In order to examine this issue, we will 
look into the Thai translations of two contemporary novels originally written in English, namely 
The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas by John Boyne and Room by Emma Donoghue. The former was 
published in 2006 and was translated into Thai in 2008 by Waree Tantulakorn, a university 
lecturer in foreign languages. Apart from Boyne’s novel, she has translated scientific books for 
general readers. As for Donoghue’s novel, it was first published in 2010 and was translated by 
a translator under the pen name ‘Punn’ in 2012. Based on the information we have gathered, 
the translator has mainly translated mystery fiction. 

In Oxford Bibliographies in Childhood Studies, Bühler-Niederberger (2015) defines innocence 
as “children’s simplicity, their lack of knowledge, and their purity not yet spoiled by mundane 
affairs.” In other words, innocence involves unworldliness. To discuss the translations of verbal 
expressions related to innocence, we will examine how the translators resolve the linguistic 
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issues that arise from the source texts. The analytical framework to be used in our discussion 
is the concepts of equivalence and incongruity. We shall contend that the contrast between 
the reality and the innocence of characters will be successfully delivered when the translations 
can maintain a certain degree of incongruity or the contradiction in the source text. Apart from 
incongruity, the discussion of the second novel will also touch upon children’s linguistic 
immaturity that poses translational problems. What we hope to contribute is to offer a 
framework or a parameter by which one can assess the translation of texts which feature the 
opposition between the characters’ perception and reality. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

The discussion of the translated novels will draw on the concept of equivalence in translation 
studies. Equivalence in the translated texts will be evaluated and discussed in terms of the 
implication for the choices made by translators. As Pym (2014) explains in Exploring Translation 
Theories, the term “equivalence” presupposes that a source text and its translation may share 
the same value on some level (p. 7). In this respect, the concept does not specify which kind 
of value should be rendered similar, for there can be different types of equivalence (Pym, 2014, 
pp. 7-8). For example, Nida and Taber (1982) distinguishes between formal equivalence and 
dynamic equivalence. Formal equivalence describes literal translation, focusing on the form 
and content, whereas dynamic equivalence takes into account the expressive factors in source 
texts:

 Dynamic equivalence in translation is far more than mere correct communication of  
 information. In fact, one of the most essential, and yet often neglected, elements is  
 the expressive factor, for people must also feel as well as understand what is said. The  
 poetry of the Bible should read like poetry, not like a dull prose account. Similarly, the  
 letters of Paul should reflect something of the freshness of a general letter, and not  
 sound like a theological dissertation. (Nida & Taber, 1982, p. 25)

Translations that maintain dynamic equivalence then should be natural and elicit reactions 
from the reader in the way that the original texts do. Often, conveying the senses made in the 
source text requires more than supplying words with similar meanings. This is especially 
applicable to the translation of fiction and other expressive texts in which the choice of words 
or stylistic components are meant to convey emotions as much as information. Discussing the 
equivalence achieved in the translations of the selected passages from the two novels, this 
paper will evaluate the extent to which expressive elements are kept in the translations, which 
are supposed to highlight the innocence of the main characters. 

The expressive elements are of crucial importance for literary translation. In How to Read 
Literature, Eagleton (2013) explains that literary works are “pieces of rhetoric,” which requires 
“a peculiarly vigilant kind of reading, one which is alert to tone, mood, pace, genre, syntax, 
grammar, texture, rhythm, narrative structure, punctuation, ambiguity – in fact to everything 
that comes under the heading of ‘form’” (p. 2). He also adds that readers of literary works 
should not only pay attention to content but also the language, for “[l]anguage is constitutive 
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of the reality or experience, rather than simply a vehicle for it” (Eagleton, 2013, p. 3). Therefore, 
translating literary texts demands attention to language that will shape readers’ experience. 

Regarding the two novels we selected, the protagonists are both young children, and the stories 
focalize their viewpoints. Although both are stories about children, they do not easily fall into 
the category of children’s literature because of the subject matters in the novels which are 
directly related to genocide and sexual violence. In addition, children’s literature itself is a 
highly contested term, with no exact definitions. This is apparent in Lesnik-Oberstein (2005)’s 
discussion of the difficulties in terms of its definition: 

 The definition of ‘children’s literature’ lies at the heart of its endeavour: it is a category  
 of books the existence of which absolutely depends on supposed relationships with  
 a particular reading audience: children. The definition of ‘children’s literature’ therefore  
 is underpinned by purpose: it wants to be something in particular, because this is  
 supposed to connect it with that reading audience—‘children’—with which it declares  
 itself to be overtly and purposefully concerned. But is a children’s book a book written  
 by children, or for children? And, crucially: what does it mean to write a book ‘for’  
 children? If it is a book written ‘for’ children, is it then still a children’s book if it is  
 (only) read by adults? What of ‘adult’ books read also by children—are they ‘children’s  
 literature’? (p.15) 

In the broadest sense, children’s literature refers to works that are written for children, though 
it is still debatable as to what one means by “for children.” Can stories written for children be 
violent? Do they all need to be straightforward or moralistic? These questions need to be taken 
into consideration even in the translation process. Oittinen (2006), whose works explore the 
translation of children’s literature, addresses the notion of child images, stating that children’s 
literature is normally “adapted to a particular image of childhood,” and the child images that 
authors or translators have in their mind may vary, depending on their personal history                        
(p. 41). Translating for children is never an innocent act in the sense that the translation usually 
mirrors the adults’ view about childhood and what it means to be a child (Oittinen, 2006,                 
p. 41). Writing and translating texts for children then involves some assumptions about what 
a child knows or should be allowed to know. 

Similarly, Mørk (2017), who discusses the Norwegian translation of children’s literature about 
the Holocaust, also points out that translators will need to find the balance between staying 
truthful to the texts and making the translated content suitable for children. As a result, 
translators need to take into account “the ethical, ideological, historical, linguistic, and stylistic 
commitments to the source and the target texts -- and what to choose if they came into conflict” 
(Mørk, 2017, p. 187). This postulation is not merely applicable to translations of juvenile 
literature but literary translations in general too. Even if the two novels we selected cannot 
be categorically classified as fictional works for children, the concern that the scholarship in 
children’s literature translation shares with our study is the perception of children’s knowledge 
that will shape the choices made by the translators. The dynamic equivalence will be fully 
achieved when the readers can perceive the characters’ innocence through languages in the 
translation. 
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To discuss this issue, the equivalence in the texts will be framed with the notions of contradictions 
and incongruities. Based on our observations, the perspectives of the young characters in the 
two novels often clash with the harsh realities they witness, causing some contradictions or 
incongruities in the passages. Maintaining such contradictions and the verbal elements that 
constitute them is therefore of importance. In this respect, the scholarship in the studies of 
verbal humors may help inform our approach to the translations of textual contradictions to 
a certain extent. This is because humor, be it referential or verbal, draws upon incongruity, 
either semantically or pragmatically (Attardo, 2017, p. 2). The concept of incongruity in relation 
to humor has been discussed by various philosophers. For instance, in The World as Will and 
Representation, originally published in 1818 in German, Schopenhauer (1818/2010) explains, 
“[i]n every case, laughter arises from nothing other than the sudden perception of an incongruity 
between a concept and the real objects that are, in some respect, thought through the concept; 
in fact laughter itself is simply the expression of this incongruity” (p. 84). Similarly, Kierkegaard 
(2009) explicates that humor results from contradiction: “Mistakes are comic and are all to be 
explained by contradiction, however complicated the combinations become” (p. 432). Both 
philosophers point out that humor occurs when a notion or an expectation proves incongruous 
with or contradictory to reality. Moreover, according to Kierkegaard (1846/2009), what one 
finds tragic or humorous is usually predicated upon contradictions: “The tragic and the comic 
are the same in so far as both are contradiction; but the tragic is the suffering contradiction, 
the comic the painless contradiction” (p. 431). In simpler terms, the concept of contradiction 
is not merely limited to humor. Kierkegaard also states that contradiction is at work in negative 
feelings like suffering too. Therefore, the understanding of the incongruity or contradiction 
present in the narrative will not only be beneficial to the translators when translating humorous 
texts but also when they encounter contradicting elements in other contexts.

In addition, linguists also theorize the script-based semantic theory of humor and discuss how 
humor semantically operates through the concept of script overlap. In this context, a script 
refers to “an organized chunk of information about something (in the broadest sense)” and “a 
cognitive structure internalized by the speaker which provides the speaker with information 
on how things are done, organized, etc.” (Attardo, 1994, p.199). According to Raskin (1985), a 
text can be deemed amusing when two conditions are met. Firstly, the text is “compatible, 
fully or in part, with two different scripts” while the second condition will be met when “[t]he 
two scripts with which the text is compatible are opposite in a special sense” (p. 99). Normally, 
in a humorous text, the two scripts may oppose each other in the sense that one script may 
describe a normal, expected, or more plausible situation whereas the other is predicated upon 
an abnormal, unexpected, or much less plausible one (Raskin, 1985, p. 111). What is usually 
present in the text also is the “switch,” which allows the readers to shift from one script to the 
other (Raskin, 1985, 114). Raskin (2017) also adds that the first script tends to be suggested 
and reinforced only to be replaced by the second one, for which the evidence has been furtively 
accumulated (p. 112). Chiaro (2010) presents four methods commonly used by translators 
when they have to translate texts with verbally expressed humor (VEH). First, translators may 
leave the VEH unchanged. With this method, some humorous elements instigated by wordplays 
may be lost in the translation. The second method involves replacing the VEH in the source 
text with a different instance of VEH in the target text. Translators may also substitute an 
idiomatic expression in the target language for the source VEH, and sometimes translators 
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may choose to completely ignore the VEH (Chiaro, 2010, pp. 11-12). Admittedly, the expressions 
of innocence differ from expressions of verbal humor. However, our observation is that, similar 
to the concept of double scripts in verbal humor, the verbal expressions that demonstrate 
innocence in the two novels tend to refer to two concepts at once, and the parallel references 
result in some contradictions. Our argument is that, to fully preserve the dynamic equivalence 
in the translations, the contradictory elements should be kept. 

To the best of our knowledge, there have been no studies on translation with the focus on 
language peculiarities and innocent voices of characters. So, this essay should offer a unique 
approach to translating texts whose purpose is to highlight the innocence of children. As for 
the literature on the translations of the two novels, The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas has not 
received much critical attention in terms of the linguistic and translational issues. As for the 
translation of Room, in her thesis, Binhasan (2013) translates some passages in the novel and 
discusses the linguistic issues that prove problematic in her own translation.

Apart from the literature on translation, Dore (2017) examines the linguistic elements that 
shape the narratives in Room, employing the concept of Mind Style. Dore points out that the 
language the child narrator uses reflects how his cognitive development is affected by the 
limited access to the outside world. Based on Dore’s evaluation of grammatical mistakes made 
by Jack, the narrative point of view proves to be convincing enough as it contributes to the 
strangeness that the author wants to create for her young narrator. Jack realistically exhibits 
the linguistic patterns typically found in the period when a child starts to acquire language 
(Dore, 2017, p. 72). Dore’s evaluation of the verisimilitude in the novel highlights what Caracciolo 
(2016) emphasizes in Strange Narrators in Contemporary Fiction, in which he explains “in first-
person narrative the narrating character’s perspective will tend to become salient in readers’ 
experience of the text, particularly if it is perceived as deviant according to cognitive and 
sociocultural norms” (p. 29). It is therefore highly crucial for translators to transfer the language 
peculiarities expressed in the source text to the translated versions because they will eventually 
shape the readers’ perceptions of the characters, the narrators, and the stories. 

METHODOLOGY

The data 

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas and Room

The two novels we selected have enjoyed wide readership and have also been adapted into 
films. They feature young children whose narrative points of views both reveal and highlight 
the discrepancy between the innocence of such characters and the reality facing them. The 
protagonist in Boyne’s novel is the son of a German official, living in the time of Nazi Germany 
whereas the main character in Donoghue’s work is a boy who has been locked up in a small 
room along with his mother since he was born. Apart from the popularity of the novels, we 
selected these two novels for our analysis for the fact that there are some sections in the 
stories in which the verbal expressions of the children play a crucial role in their characterization 
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and thereby need to be kept in the translated version. 

In terms of the narrative devices, Boyne’s novel employs the third-person limited point-of-view 
where the narrator exists outside the story. On the other hand, Donoghue’s novel uses a first-
person point of view, meaning that the narrator utilizes the first-person pronoun to tell the 
story.  Notwithstanding the different modes of narration, the narrations in both novels provide 
access to the thoughts and feelings of the main characters, who still cannot fully comprehend 
the cruelties they witness. The passages that illustrate the innocence of the two narrators are 
examined in order to discuss the translational problems that arise if the discrepancy between 
the reality and the characters’ understanding of the situation is to be kept.

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas tells the story of Bruno, a nine-year-old boy living in Germany 
during the Second World War. Bruno’s father is appointed commandant by Hitler. As a result, 
he and his family have to relocate to the Auschwitz concentration camp. Bruno’s parents 
however do not want to expose their young son to the atrocities committed against the 
prisoners at the camp. As a result, Bruno remains ignorant of the purpose of the camp and his 
father’s involvement in the Holocaust. The conversations between Bruno and adult characters 
as well as the narration itself often demonstrate Bruno’s limited understanding of what is 
happening, causing some incongruities which pose some difficulties in the translation process. 

As for Room, the story revolves around the life of Jack, a five-year-old boy who lives with Ma 
in a small room. To Jack, the room is his entire world where he eats, learns, plays, sleeps, and 
feels safe with his mother by his side, but to Ma, it is a place where she has been held against 
her will and repeatedly raped by Old Nick for seven years. Ma tries her best to give Jack as 
normal life a child should get, setting up daily routines including various activities to boost his 
physical strength and cognitive abilities, with the hope that one day they will escape from this 
prison and get to live a real normal life. With limited understanding of the outside world and 
almost zero interaction with other people besides Ma, Jack’s narration and speech reflect not 
only his innocence but also his underdeveloped linguistic competence, presenting challenges 
in the translation process.

Analytical framework

The analytical framework to be used in our discussion is the concepts of equivalence and 
incongruity. We mainly locate incongruities caused by two parallel meanings in the source 
language and examine how the underlying parallels are kept in the translated version. To 
determine whether incongruities are successfully maintained, our discussion mainly focuses 
on the equivalence in the translated texts. If the translation succeeds in the target language, 
the translated versions should retain the mood or the expressive elements in the source texts, 
which eventually should allow the readers to discern the innocence of the main characters.
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RESULTS: METHODS OF TRANSLATING INNOCENCE 

The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas

1. Removing incongruity 

In our first example, the innocence of Bruno, the main character, is illustrated when his family 
has to welcome Hitler, a historical figure to which the allusion in the story is implied rather 
than directly stated. Instead of calling the leader of the Nazi Party ‘Führer’, which means a 
leader in German, the boy refers to him as ‘the Fury’. This misnomer is deployed by the author 
to suggest that this historical figure incarnates wrath. It both reveals Bruno’s juvenile obliviousness 
to the ongoing political situation and at the same time reminds the readers of the atrocities 
committed during the Second World War. In the Thai translation, however, the play on the 
words ‘Fury’ and ‘Führer’ is removed completely: 

Extract 1
     Source text     Translation

The word ‘Fury’ in the English version embodies two meanings: one contains the overt meaning 
of the word ‘fury’ while the other implies the honorific Führer. In the translated version, 
however, only the latter is preserved, affecting the equivalence in the translations. As a result, 
the contrast between Bruno’s view and the respect the adult characters have toward this 
villainous figure is effaced. The translator’s choice however is understandable since there are 
no equivalent expressions in Thai by which the translator can maintain the double meanings 
embedded in the original text. To tackle this untranslatability, the translator employs the word 
‘Führer’ in the translation instead of transcribing the word ‘Fury’. The innocence of Bruno is 
still observable in the translation to a certain extent; nevertheless, the effect on the translation 
is that the reference to the concept of fearful unbridled acrimony is completely lost. This 
translational choice also affects the characterization of Bruno. Lastly, in the translated version, 
the illustration of Bruno’s innocence is also undermined by the inclusion of the honorific ‘ท่่าน’ 
because it implies that Bruno is not completely incognizant of who Hitler is. This addition 
effaces the contradictions produced in the original text which allows the protagonist to exude 
innocent cluelessness to the world of the adults. 

‘Who’s the Fury?’ asked Bruno.
‘You’re pronouncing it wrong,’ said Father, pronouncing 
it correctly for him.
‘The Fury,’ said Bruno again, trying to get it right 
but failing again.
‘No,’ said Father, ‘the— Oh, never mind!’
‘Well, who is he anyway?’ asked Bruno again.
Father stared at him, astonished. ‘You know perfectly 
well who the Fury is,’ he said.
‘I don’t,’ said Bruno.

(Boyne, 2006, p. 117)

“ท่่านฟููเรอร์คืือใคืรคืรับ” บรูโนถาม

“ลููกออกเสีียงผิิดแลู้ว” คุืณพ่่อพู่ด แลูะออกเสีียงที่�ถูกต้้องให้้ฟััง

“ท่่านฟููเรอร์” บรูโนพู่ดอีกคืรั�ง แลูะพ่ยายามพู่ดให้้ถูกแต่้ก็ยัง             

ท่ำาไม่ได้

“ไม่ใช่่” คุืณพ่่อบอก “ท่่าน… เอ้า ช่่างเถอะ”

“แลู้วต้กลูงเขาเป็็นใคืรลู่ะคืรับ” บรูโนถามซ้ำำ�า

คุืณพ่่อจ้้องห้น้าเขาอย่างแป็ลูกใจ้ “ลููกรู้ดีอยูแ่ลู้วนี�ว่าท่่านฟูัเรอร์เป็็น

ใคืร” ท่่านบอก

“ผิมไม่รู้คืรับ” บรูโนบอก

(Boyne, 2014, p. 108)



rEFLections
Vol 28, No 3, September - December 2021

304

2. Preserving the form and modifying the context

Another instance in which the naiveté of the character is not conveyed in the same manner 
as in the original text is when Bruno converses with his sister about the concentration camp 
located in proximity of his residence:

Extract 2 
     Source text     Translation

The play on the proper noun Auschwitz proves to be problematic in the translation process. 
The passage suggests that Bruno is unfamiliar with the name of the concentration camp and 
mistakes it for a generic expression. The narrative told through Bruno’s perspective also omits 
the correct pronunciation of the word pronounced by Bruno’s sister, again emphasizing Bruno’s 
ingenuousness as well as his obliviousness to the mass murder of the Jews. The translator in 
this case however adopts a translational approach that is different from the previous case as 
the mispronounced version is kept instead. This is because the meaning of the word ‘out’ will 
be of importance in Bruno’s subsequent questions. If ‘Auschwitz’ had been used in lieu of 
Bruno’s coinage in the Thai version, the flow of narrative may be disrupted when Bruno mentions 
outness. 

Still, in order to help the readers to grasp the meaning of the word ‘out’ more easily, the 
translator also alters the phrasing of Bruno’s question. The question of what is an Out-with is 
replaced with “Does it mean exiting?” in the Thai version so that the meaning of the word 

‘Out-With?’ asked Bruno. ‘What’s an Out-With?’
‘It’s not an Out-With, Bruno,’ said Gretel with a sigh. 
‘It’s just Out-With.’
‘Well, what’s Out-With then?’ he repeated. 
‘Out with what?’
‘That’s the name of the house,’ explained Gretel. 
‘Out-With.’
Bruno considered this. He hadn’t seen any sign on 
the outside to say that was what it was called, nor 
had he seen any writing on the front door. His own 
house back in Berlin didn’t even have a name; it was 
just called number four.
‘But what does it mean?’ he asked in exasperation. 
‘Out with what?’
‘Out with the people who lived here before us,                      
I expect,’ said Gretel. ‘It must have to do with the 
fact that he didn’t do a very good job and someone 
said out with him and let’s get a man in who can do 
it right.’

(Boyne, 2006, pp. 24-25)

“เอาท์่วิิธเหรอ” บรูโนถาม “แป็ลูว่าออกไป็เห้รอ”

“ไม่่ใช่่อย่่างน้ั้�นั้ บรูโน” เกรเท่ลูพู่ดพ่ลูางถอนใจ้ 

“เอาท์่วิิธเป็็นช่่�อน่ะ”

“ก็ได้ ถ้างั�นเอาท์่วิธนี�ชื่�อของอะไร” บรูโนถามยำ�า 

“แลู้วอะไรออกไป็เห้รอ”

“เป็็นชื่�อบ้านนี�” เกรเท่ลูอธิบาย 

“เอาท์่วิธ”

บรูโนคืรุ่นคิืด เขาไม่เห็้นป้็ายอะไรข้างนอกที่�บอกชื่�อบ้านนี�เลูย

แลูะก็ไม่เห็้นข้อคืวามใดๆ ที่�ป็ระตู้ห้น้าด้วย บ้านเขาที่�เบอร์ลิูนไม่มีชื่�อ

ด้วยซ้ำำ�า ทุ่กคืนก็เรียกกันแค่ืบ้านห้มายเลูขสีี�

“แลู้วแป็ลูว่าอะไรลู่ะ” เขาถามอย่างห้งุดห้งิด 

“อะไรออกไป็เห้รอ”

“คืนที่�เคืยอยู่ก่อนห้น้าเราลูะมั�ง พี่�ว่า” เกรเท่ลูพู่ด “ต้้องเป็็นเพ่ราะ

ว่าเขาท่ำางานไดไ้มดี่แน ่คืนกเ็ลูยบอกให้้เขาออกไป็ แลูว้ห้าคืนที่�ท่ำาได้

เข้ามาแท่น”

(Boyne, 2014, pp. 27-28)
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‘out’ can still be kept. In doing this, the translator can maintain the functionality of Bruno’s 
question in the original version, which is supposed to prompt his sister to correct him. The 
exchange that follows is also modified because the meaning related to Out-with in the original 
text is predicated upon articles, a linguistic element absent in Thai. The translator hence 
substitutes the explanation given by Bruno’s sister, which centers upon the article, with a more 
explanatory reinterpretation of her message: “เอาท์่วิธเป็็นชื่�อน่ะ” (Outwith is a name). This modification 
helps convey a sense of definiteness normally expressed through definite articles and allows 
the translator to maintain both the contradiction caused by Auschwitz and Out-with as well 
as the naiveté embodied in the original text. The incongruity achieved however is not merely 
due to the choice of the translation but also partially because of the nature of the original text 
itself.  Unlike the first extract, the two words that form parallel meanings are both proper 
nouns, and to fully understand their significance readers must have some cultural knowledge 
from the beginning. Moreover, when the understanding of the word plays is contingent upon 
historical knowledge of the readers, opting for Out-With may better enable the translator to 
transfer both the historical reference and Bruno’s naiveté. One can even say that the translational 
choice here reveals the translator’s assumption that the readers must be able to associate 
Bruno’s misconceived neologism with Auschwitz. Readers of the translated version who have 
some basic knowledge in English and world history should be able to understand the historical 
reference to the infamous concentration camp. 

3. Using two expressions in translation

The last case to be discussed deals with the contradictions caused by the double meanings of 
the word ‘history’. The word normally is defined as “the whole series of past events connected 
with a particular person, country, institution, or thing” (“history”, 2020). The use of the word 
‘history’ by Herr Liszt, who is Bruno’s tutor, in the following passage creates some confusion 
for Bruno because he refers to the collective history of the nation whereas his young interlocutor 
thinks that ‘history’ here means Bruno’s family background. In Thai, however, the words that 
refer to these two notions differ. The former tends to be translated as ‘ป็ระวัติ้ศาสีต้ร์’ while the 
latter is more commonly associated with the word ‘ป็ระวัติ้’. Since they are formally close to each 
other, the translator employs both words in the translation. 

Extract 3
  Source text     Translation

“... How much do you know of your history anyway, 
young man?’ (To his credit, Herr Liszt referred to 
Bruno as ‘young man’, like Pavel and unlike Lieutenant 
Kotler.)
‘Well, I know I was born on April the fifteenth nineteen 
thirty-four—’ said Bruno.
‘Not your history,’ interrupted Herr Liszt. 
‘Not your own personal history. I mean the history 
of who you are, where you come from. Your family’s 
heritage. The Fatherland.’
Bruno frowned and considered it. He wasn’t entirely 

“...เธอรู้เรื�องป็ระวัิติิศาสติร์ตั้วเองมากแค่ืไห้นลู่ะ ห้นุ่มน้อย” (ก็ยังดี

ที่�คุืณคืรูลิูซ้ำท์่เรียกบรูโนว่า “ห้นุ่มน้อย” เห้มือนพ่าเวลู ไม่ได้เรียก

เห้มือนผู้ิห้มวดคือท่เลูอร์)

“เอ่อ ผิมรู้ว่าผิมเกิดวันที่�สิีบห้้าเดือนเมษายน คื.ศ.ห้น่�งพั่นเก้าร้อย                    

สีามสิีบสีี�...” บรูโนบอก

“ไม่่ใช่่ป็ระวัิติิของเธอเอง” คุืณคืรูลิูซ้ำท์่ขัด 

“ไม่่ใช่่ป็ระวัิติิส่วินตัิวิของเธอ ครูหม่ายถึึงป็ระวัิติิท่่�ว่ิาเธอเป็็นใคร 

ม่าจากไหน เช่่�อสายติระกูลของเธอ แผ่่นดิินพ่่อ” 

บรูโนขมวดคิื�วแลูะคืรุ่นคิืด เขาไม่ค่ือยแน่ใจ้ว่าคุืณพ่่อมีที่�ดินห้รือเป็ลู่า

เพ่ราะแม้ว่าบ้านที่�เบอร์ลิูนจ้ะให้ญ่่โต้แลูะอยู่สีบาย แต่้ก็มีพื่�นที่�สีวน

โดยรอบไม่มากนัก 
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  Source text     Translation

For the initial question asked by Herr Liszt, the translator first decides to use the word ‘ป็ระวัติ้ศาสีต้ร์’, 
which evokes the concept of the past events of a country, the meaning intended by the adult 
speaker. This seems to be a better alternative than ‘ป็ระวัติ้’, the meaning of which is normally 
used in a context related to personal backgrounds more than ‘ป็ระวัติ้ศาสีต้ร์’. However, in the 
subsequent exchange, where Bruno’s statement suggests that the protagonist misinterprets 
the question, the translator employs ‘ป็ระวัติ้’ so that Herr Liszt’s explanation given to rectify 
Bruno’s misunderstanding will make sense in the text. In addition, the translator maintains 
the fact that ‘your history’ here evokes two meanings by varying the translation of the possessive 
adjective ‘your’. ‘Your’ used by Herr Liszt in the first statement has a collective meaning while 
the one used later refers to Bruno as an individual. In the Thai version, the translator opts for 
the expression ‘ตั้วเอง’ (own), a term that can refer to both collective and personal identities, 
so that it is still possible for Bruno to misinterpret Herr Liszt’s initial question. When Herr Liszt 
clarifies the meaning of his question to Bruno, ‘your’ becomes ‘ของเธอเอง’ (personal). This is how 
the translator negotiates the collective and personal connotations of the possessive adjective.

Another instance of problematic contradictions in the passage is the use of the word ‘Fatherland’ 
in English, which does not have an equivalent in Thai. In fact, its common equivalent in Thai 
is ‘ป็ระเท่ศ’ (country), but it will lose the connotation related to paternity, which is essential to 
Bruno’s misunderstanding here. The translator then solves this issue by verbatimly translating 
the term into ‘แผ่ินดินพ่่อ’ (Fatherland). The word ‘แผ่ินดิน’ means land, and ‘พ่่อ’ means father. This 
formally equivalent combination may sound unnatural in Thai, yet it is possibly the only 
alternative which allows the translator to keep the confusions caused by the protagonist’s 
literal understanding of the word and the jingoistic sentiments expressed by Herr Liszt. 

In summary, the translator adopts various methods to translate the passages that demonstrate 
the innocence of Bruno. When the contradictions are not maintained however, some senses 
in the original text are lost to the reader as shown in the first extract. The translated versions 
in the second and the third extracts on the other hand feature some contradictions, but the 
translator needs to modify some parts in the passage or vary some expressions.

sure that Father had any land, because although 
the house in Berlin was a large and comfortable 
house, there wasn’t very much garden space around it. 
And he was old enough to know that Out-With did 
not belong to them, despite all the land there.

(Boyne, 2006, pp. 97-98)

แลูะเขาก็พ่อจ้ะรู้ว่าเอาท์่วิธไม่ใช่่ของคืรอบคืรัวเขา แม้ว่าจ้ะมีผืินดิน

มากมายก็ต้าม

(Boyne, 2014, pp. 89)



rEFLections
Vol 28, No 3, September - December 2021

307

Room

1. Transferring grammatical errors in translation

This story is narrated entirely through Jack’s eyes and voice. Apart from the issue related to 
innocence, what is unique about the situation in Room is that Jack is at an age where his 
language is still developing, but having been raised in the 11-by-11-foot room since birth 
deprives him of a rich linguistic environment. According to theories of language acquisition, 
abundant language input and opportunity to interact with people and learn from mistakes are 
key factors necessary for complete language development (Krashen, 1985; Long, 1996; Skinner, 
1957; Swain, 1995), which Jack does not have much access to during the first five years of his 
life. Coupled with the fact that the boy has very limited exposure to the world outside his 
room, his language thus often sounds idiosyncratic both grammatically and semantically, which 
can present some difficulties in maintaining the dynamic equivalence in the translated versions. 
In this context, to fully achieve dynamic equivalence, the translation should create the same 
persona of the narrator as the one in the original text.  

One frequent error noticeable in Jack’s language concerns overgeneralization, or the extension 
of a grammatical rule in cases where it does not apply, at the morphological level and at the 
syntactic level1, as shown in the table below.

Extract 4

  Source Text           Translation 

  A.     He cutted off the power so the    เขาตัิดิไฟัพ่วกผัิกเลูยเป็็นเมือกๆ

           vegetables went slimy.     (Donoghue, 2012, p. 206)

           (Donoghue, 2015, p. 228)   

  B.     I don’t like her to have other names   ผิมไม่ช่อบให้้แม่มีชื่�ออื�นที่�ผิมไม่่เคยรู�เลูย

           that I never even knowed.    (Donoghue, 2012, p. 132)

           (Donoghue, 2015, p. 145)   

  C.     “Our friend Grace winned the race.”   “เพื่�อนของเราช่นักการแข่งขันสุีดอะเมซ้ำ”

           “Won it,” says Ma.     “ช่นะจ้้ะ” แม่แก้

           (Donoghue, 2015, p. 109)   (Donoghue, 2012, p. 100)

  D.     I blow bubbles to make it funner.   ผิมเป่็าฟัองเพื่�อท่ำาให้้มันสนุกขึ�น

           (Donoghue, 2015, p. 68)    (Donoghue, 2012, p. 63)  

  E.     Now I’m even scareder.    ต้อนนี�ผิมกลัวิเยอะขึ�น

           (Donoghue, 2015, p. 115)   (Donoghue, 2012, p. 106)  

  

1 It should be noted that overgeneralization errors are common developmental errors in child language acquisition 
(Ambridge et al., 2013; Marcus et al., 1992). 
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    Source Text            Translation

  F.      He brings groceries and Sunday treat and   เขาจ้ะเอาของช่ำาแลูะของขวัญ่วันอาทิ่ต้ย์มาให้้แลูะท่ำาให�ขยะ

           disappears the trash, but he’s not   หายไป็ แต่้เขาไม่ได้เป็็นมนุษย์เห้มือนเรา

           human like us.    (Donoghue, 2012, p. 20)

           (Donoghue, 2015, p. 22) 

  G.     When Old Nick creaks Bed, I listen and   พ่อเฒ่่านิกท่ำาให�คุืณเตี้ยงส่งเส่ยงเอ่�ยดิอ๊าดิ

           count five times on my fingers, tonight it’s   ผิมฟัังแลูะนับห้น่�งถ่งห้้าด้วยนิ�วของผิม คืืนนี�มีเสีียงเอี�ยดอ๊าด

           217 creaks.      217 คืรั�ง

           (Donoghue, 2015, p. 46)   (Donoghue, 2012, p. 42)  

According to sentences A-E, Jack’s mistakes include adding the past tense or the past participle 
marker -ed to regular verbs (‘cutted’, ‘knowed’, and ‘winned’) and attaching the comparative 
suffix -er to words that do not take the suffix (‘funner’ and ‘scareder’). However, the translator 
chooses not to keep these deviations in the Thai version in most cases (sentences A, B, D, and 
E). This is probably due to the fact that the use of such inflectional suffixes does not exist in 
Thai, as additional words like ‘แลู้ว’ and ‘กว่า/มากข่�น/เยอะข่�น’ are usually added to show past tenses 
and comparison, respectively. Therefore, it could be said that the linguistic differences between 
English and Thai justify the translator’s decision not to transfer these grammatical errors, as 
it is not possible to come up with Thai equivalents that contain similar inflectional errors. 
Nevertheless, only when a mistake is explicitly addressed, for example, by another character, 
would the translator be forced to retain the mistake in the translated version, as seen in 
sentence C, where the translator distorts Jack’s pronunciation of the word ‘ช่นะ’ (won) into ‘ช่นัก’ 
(winned) so that it goes with the correction Jack’s mother makes in the next line. 

Besides overgeneralizing inflectional suffixes, Jack usually extends, as seen in sentences F and 
G, the use of the transitive verb construction with exclusively intransitive verbs (“He disappears 
the trash.” instead of “He makes the trash disappear.”; “Old Nick creaks Bed.” instead of “He 
makes Bed creak.”). Although the two English sentences indicate developmental errors in child 
language acquisition concerning verb construction, such errors are not translated into the 
target language. The only thing that the translator chooses to maintain is the awkwardness of 
Jack’s lexical choices, which reflects his young age and his limited world knowledge. The use 
of the phrase ‘ท่ำาให้้ขยะห้ายไป็’ in sentence F implies that Jack does not seem to know where trash 
goes because he has been confined to Room since his birth. Similarly, Jack is too young to 
understand that his mother is being sexually abused and therefore simply describes it as an 
action that “ท่ำาให้้คุืณเตี้ยงส่ีงเสีียงเอี�ยดอ๊าด” in sentence G. 

2. Maintaining awkwardness

As for the translation of expressions illustrating the protagonist’s innocence, a close scrutiny 
of the following passage reveals some instances in which the translator tries to maintain the 
incongruous elements that contribute to the awkwardness in the source language. While the 
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incongruities in Boyne’s novel are mostly related to cultural references, some contradictory 
elements in Room are mainly caused by grammatical components:

Extract 5

  Source text    Translation

For instance, the words ‘Outside’ and ‘Room’ are used as proper nouns as opposed to an 
adverb and a common noun respectively. This is because the protagonist has never been 
outside of the room where he and his mother are imprisoned. As a result, he misconstrues 
the concept of ‘Outside’ as a proper noun referring to a specific place while the room in which 
he lives has acquired a special meaning for both his mother and himself. These incongruities 
however can be difficult to be directly translated in the Thai version because the source text 
illustrates the boy’s ignorance making use of capitalization, a feature which does not exist in 

On Sunday we’re having bagels for dinner, very chewy, 
with jelly and peanut butter as well. Ma takes her 
bagel out of her mouth and there’s a pointy thing 
stuck in it. “At last,” she says.
I pick it up, it’s all yellowy with dark brown bits. 
“Bad Tooth?”
Ma nods. She’s feeling in the back of her mouth.
That’s so weird. “We could stick him back in, with 
flour glue, maybe.”
She shakes her head, grinning. “I’m glad it’s out, now 
it can’t hurt anymore.”
He was part of her a minute ago but now he’s not. 
Just a thing. “Hey, you know what, if you put him 
under your pillow a fairy will come in the night invisibly 
and turn him into money.”
“Not in here, sorry,” says Ma.
“Why not?”
“The tooth fairy doesn’t know about Room.” Her eyes 
are looking through the walls.
Outside has everything. Whenever I think of a thing 
now like skis or fireworks or islands or elevators or 
yo-yos, I have to remember they’re real, they’re 
actually happening in Outside all together. It makes 
my head tired. And people too, firefighters teachers 
burglars babies saints soccer players and all sorts, 
they’re all really in Outside. I’m not there, though, 
me and Ma, we’re the only ones not there. Are we 
still real?

(Donoghue, 2015, pp. 87-88)

วันอาทิ่ต้ย์เรากินเบเกิลูเป็็นอาห้ารเย็น มันเห้นียวมาก 

เรากินมันกับเยลูลีู�แลูะเนยถั�ว 

แม่ด่งเบเกิลูออกจ้ากป็ากแลูะมีอะไรแห้ลูมๆ ติ้ดอยู่ในนั�น 

“ในที่�สุีด” แม่พู่ด

ผิมห้ยิบมันข่�นมา มันเป็็นสีีเห้ลืูองแลูะมีสีีนำ�าต้าลูเข้มป็น 

“คุณฟัูนเกเรเหรอฮะ”

แม่พ่ยักห้น้า แม่สัีมผัิสีฟัันด้านห้ลัูง

นั�นป็ระห้ลูาดเป็็นบ้า “เราเสีียบเขากลัูบไป็ได้นี�ฮะ ใช้่แป้็งเปี็ยกก็ได้”

แม่ยิ�มพ่ลูางส่ีายห้น้า “แม่ดีใจ้ที่�มันห้ลุูดออกมาเสีียที่ ต้อนนี�มันจ้ะไม่

ท่ำาให้้เจ็้บอีกแลู้ว”

เขาเคืยเป็็นสี่วนห้น่�งของแม่เมื�อนาท่ีที่�แลู้ว แต้่ต้อนนี�กลัูบไม่ใช่่แลู้ว 

กลูายเป็็นแค่ืของชิ่�นห้น่�ง “เฮ้ แม่รู้มั�ยฮะว่าถ้าแม่วางเขาไว้ใต้้ห้มอน 

นางฟ้ัาจ้ะแวะมาต้อนกลูางคืืนไม่ให้้ใคืรเห็้นแลูะเสีกเขาให้้กลูายเป็็น

เงิน”

“เสีียใจ้ด้วยจ้้ะลููก แต่้มันจ้ะไม่เกิดข่�นที่�นี�ห้รอก” แม่พู่ด

“ท่ำาไมลู่ะฮะ”

“นางฟ้ัาพิ่ทั่กษ์ฟัันไม่รู้ว่ามีคุณห�องอยู”่ ต้าของแม่มองผ่ิานท่ะลุูกำาแพ่ง

ออกไป็

ข้างนอกมีทุ่กอย่าง เมื�อไห้ร่ก็ต้ามที่�ผิมคิืดถ่งสิี�งของสัีกอย่าง เช่่น 

สก่หร่อดิอกไม่�ไฟูหร่อเกาะหร่อลิฟูต์ิหร่อลูกดิิ�ง ผิมต้้องคือยระลู่กว่า

พ่วกมันเป็็นของจ้ริง พ่วกมันมีอยู่จ้ริงในข้างนอกนั�น คืวามคิืดอย่างนี�

ท่ำาให้้สีมองผิมเห้นื�อย รวมถ่งคืนด้วย ทั่�งพ่นักงานดัิบเพ่ลิง ครู ขโม่ย 

ท่ารก นักบุญ นักฟุูติบอลแลูะคืนอื�นๆอีก พ่วกเขามีอยูจ่้ริงในข้างนอก 

แต่้ผิมไม่ได้อยู่ที่�นั�น ผิมแลูะแม่ มีแค่ืเราเท่่านั�นที่�ไม่ได้อยู่ที่�นั�น แลู้ว

อย่างนี�เรายังใช่่คืนจ้ริงห้รือเป็ลู่า

(Donoghue, 2012, pp. 80-81)
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the Thai writing system. For the translation of ‘Room’, the translator solves this issue by adding 
the word ‘คุืณ’, a gender-neutral honorific in Thai. This personifying addition may change the 
meaning intended in the original text, yet it successfully preserves the special meaning 
embedded in the capitalization. The common meaning of ‘room’ in the Thai version is still 
dominant, but the translation can also convey another sense that the room here is more than 
just an ordinary location for the narrator. It plays a dominant role in the life of the child and 
his mother.

The translation of ‘Outside’, on the other hand, is more complicated. In this case, the translator 
just supplies the Thai equivalent of the adverb (i.e. ‘ข้างนอก’) without adding anything. When 
the word is used as an adverb in sentences, adding an honorific is not always a grammatically 
viable option. However, to a certain extent, one can argue too that the Thai version can still 
present the character’s peculiar construal of the world outside by keeping the ungrammatical 
use of the preposition ‘in’ before the adverb ‘outside’ (i.e. ‘ในข้างนอก’). In both versions, the 
expressions ‘in Outside’ will undoubtedly sound unidiomatic to readers, accentuating the 
child’s juvenile perception of the world. Moreover, the way the translator translates ‘Bad Tooth’ 
in the passage above also merits a close examination. While the phrase is normally used to 
describe tooth decay, ‘bad’ in this context can also be read with a broader meaning. The Thai 
translation reflects the way the translator interprets the meaning of the adjective ‘bad’ in this 
passage. In the Thai version, the translator uses the word ‘เกเร’ (unruly) to make Jack’s statement 
compatible with the ensuing exchange where the boy refers to the mother’s tooth as a person. 
This also helps emphasize even more the innocent perspective of a child.   

In addition, this passage also features some language awkwardness. The translator preserves 
Jack’s linguistic peculiarity concerning linking, which reflects how the young boy organizes and 
articulates his thoughts, where possible. According to the last part of the above excerpt, when 
the boy wants to give examples of items he thinks of, he repeatedly uses the simple coordinator 
‘or’ between all the nouns (Whenever I think of a thing now like skis or fireworks or islands or 
elevators or yo-yos), in which the translator keeps repeating the word ‘or’, maintaining Jack’s 
language awkwardness in the target language. However, the translator opts not to transfer 
similar linking awkwardness when Jack lists groups of people without using any commas 
between nouns (firefighters teachers burglars babies saints soccer players). Such discrepancy 
results in different effects in reading the two texts: pauses between items will not be applied 
when reading the English text, but breaks, indicated by spacing between items, are inserted 
when reading the Thai text. This translational approach might be the translator’s attempt to 
preserve the readability and naturalness of the target text over retaining every stylistic element 
of the start text.

It can be observed that most of the textual incongruities caused by grammaticality in the 
selected passage cannot be directly translated into Thai. Yet, the translator attempts to maintain 
the sense in source language as much as possible by adding some language elements that 
render the language of the narrator awkward in the Thai version. 
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CONCLUSION
 
We hope to contribute to the scholarship in translation studies when translation deals with 
the texts or narratives that express a perspective of a child by pointing out that the challenges 
in the translation of verbal expressions related to juvenile innocence sometimes involve 
maintaining incongruities or contradictions embedded in the text. As shown in the Thai 
translations of the two novels whose protagonists are young children, the incongruities 
contribute to the reader’s understanding of their points of views, and both translators have 
tried to produce translations that convey the senses in the original text. When incongruities 
are not maintained, some senses may be lost in translation. This perhaps explains why the 
translators in some cases decide to modify or alter the text in the translated version so that 
contradictory elements in the source language can still be kept to a certain degree. This by no 
means suggests that contradictions are the only factors to be taken into account when translating 
a text of which the narrative point of view focuses on a child’s perspective. As shown in the 
discussion of the second novel, the linguistic peculiarities or the language awkwardness 
contribute to the naive voices of the narrators too. However, an awareness of incongruities in 
relation to dynamic equivalence in the target language should allow translators to work with 
such texts in a more informed and attentive manner.  
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