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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

On the photo-sharing platform Instagram, close to 252,000 posts are tagged
with #middlegradebooks, 108,000 posts with #middlegradefiction and 57,500
posts with #middlegradereads. We can safely assume that many of these posts
were created by adults, given that Instagram requires a person to be at least
13 years old (even older in some jurisdictions) to be able to open an account.
Middle-grade books are written for an audience of 8 to 12 years old, but the
great number of reviews of middle-grade books posted by adults on their ac-
counts and the considerable number of “likes” and comments they amass demon-
strate that despite the age-based categorization, adults enjoy reading these
books as well. Although some of the reviewers, or “bookstagrammers” as they
are called, are librarians, teachers or parents who are reading the books together
with children, many of them are adults who are simply discovering children’s
titles, new and old, and recommending them to other adult readers for them or
their children to read. The reading challenge Middle Grade March, a play on
the title of George Eliot’s Victorian novel Middlemarch (1871), is also hosted on
social media to set apart the month of March for reading middle grade books.
Organizers provide prompts readers can follow (e.g., a book with a silhouette
on the cover) and adults can participate in the challenge to read books for or
with children (for example, their children or younger siblings) or for themselves.
These show that children’s literature appeals to members of two literary sys-
tems often at opposing ends — the adult’s and the children’s (O’Sullivan 1993:
111).

Such a duality of readership is exclusive to children’s literature. What makes
children’s literature unique is that it is written for two audiences: the adults who
select them and the children who read them. Even its production depends on
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adults who serve as authors, editors, publishers and translators, creating texts
for children based on their memory of their early years and their understanding
of childhood. Lists of notable children’s books are also determined mainly by
adults such as critics, teachers, librarians and booksellers who appraise their
quality and literary merit according to what they believe children should read
which in turn is based on their own adult conceptions of a book’s worth. This
very nature of children’s literature then raises the question to what degree the
interests, needs and preferences of children in terms of what they want to read
are taken into consideration in children’s literature production and recognition.
For instance, in 2022, the Children’s Book Council of Australia (CBCA) created
a new set of awards, the shadowers’ choice awards, judged by 2,000 children
around the country. The children used the same criteria as the adult judges but
did not know the choices made by the adults. The result was two completely
different sets of winners, demonstrating that the books adults select for children
to read are not always what children themselves want to read. Only the winning
and honors authors, illustrators and publishers chosen by the adult judges are
featured on CBCA’s website.

Because it has become the norm for adults to speak for children in a genre
that is primarily meant for children, this study has intended, from the begin-
ning, to examine children’s literature from the standpoint of children them-
selves. Children’s views and perspectives are not considered enough in many
aspects of children’s literature production. However, children’s perspective is
not to be confused with a child perspective. Children’s perspective refers to
“children’s own experiences and utterances” (Sommer, Samuelsson and Hun-
deide 2010: ix). On the other hand, a child perspective refers to the “adult’s
realistic effort and success in understanding a child’s world” (Sommer, Samuels-
son and Hundeide 2010: ix). Children’s literature is often created and appraised
from a child perspective in which adults are considered experts who give in-
sights into children’s lives. But as Hughes (1988) noted (Gollop 2000: 18 quoted
in Peters and Kelly 2011: 14), it is only by talking to a child that one gains an
authentic view of his or her life: “The most obvious advantage of interviewing
a child is that the child is the expert (the only expert) on his [sic] feelings,
perceptions and thoughts.... If an adult wants to know what or how the child
is feeling or thinks, the adult must ask the child.” This practice is a pragmatic
approach to understanding and exploring children’s perspectives but one that
seems difficult to implement at a symbolic level and a practical level. At the
symbolic level, adults feel that they know enough about children and child-
hood to write about young readers’ needs and wants — the child perspective.
In Chapter 2, role dualism is introduced to gain a better understanding of
what drives adults to draw this conclusion. At the practical level, the added
layer of involving children in production toward an inclusive and participatory
practice demands time and resources. However, the symbolic reasoning makes
for a stronger case between the two, as the experience and skill that go into
creating a book, coupled with “wisdom” gained with age, legitimize the adults’
authoritative role in children’s publishing.
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1.1 Scope and focus

Children’s literature is a rich and broad genre that encompasses different topics
and a wide range of works. The decision to focus on children’s humor in the
study is informed by the fact that humor is a constant feature in much of chil-
dren’s literature. Children’s author Victoria Mackinlay, who served as the child
judges’ facilitator for the CBCA awards, noted that while children’s preferences
in literature can be quite varied and unexpected, their liking for humor remains
the same: “What [children] liked and didn’t like was sometimes surprising, but
humour in the stories was a big winner” (Blake 2022: n.p.). Because humor
impacts on children, in keeping them engaged in reading and in encouraging
them to read more and regularly, learning more about humor and how children
perceive it will benefit several young readers. By understanding how children
are as readers, creators of children’s literature, which include writers, editors,
translators and publishers, can better bring into the text children’s tastes and
interests and make it more relatable to a wide range of children. Knowing chil-
dren’s preferences has implications not only for improving children’s reading
habits but also for enhancing literacy: the present study explores, among other
things, whether humorous texts can facilitate language learning and strengthen
the motivation to read in a less dominant (or less used) language.

1.1.1 Focus on children’s poems

This study, in particular, focuses on humor in children’s poems. Although po-
etry and prose share some similarities (for instance, poems like prose can have
characters), poems were chosen over prose as materials for this study for three
reasons. The first reason is purely pragmatic: poems were selected for their
brevity. The study employed poetry reading sessions with Grade 3 pupils to
understand how they perceive humorous children’s poems. The materials for
discussion must be short because the poetry reading sessions were designed to
be short (suitable for 45 minutes) to take into account children’s short atten-
tion span. During the poetry reading sessions, videos of the poems being read
aloud were presented to the participants. The videos used were all under two
minutes, giving more time for children to respond to questions and interact.
The second reason has to do with how content and form work together in
poetry. The content (what the poet says) is supported by the physical struc-
ture (how the poet says it), and vice versa. The best example of this is the
shape poem, also called a concrete poem, in which the words are arranged in
such a way that they form an image. The visual presentation enhances the
effect of the poem and adds another layer of interpretation of its meaning.
Rhyme, rhythm and alliteration — all elements of form — are likewise closely
connected to the meaning of the poem especially children’s poems. For exam-
ple, Rio Alma’s Filipino poem for children, Zigzag, cleverly employs anagrams
and consonance (the repetition of “s” sounds) to create a sort of tongue-twister
and the screeching sound of tires and uses typography to visualize movement:
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Zig, zag. Zag, zig.
Giyagis
Ang sigasig

Ng sagisag
Ng gasgas na ugat ng palad
At de-kahong

Mga senyas

O ng parikala sa landas
Ng ginigisa
Sa sariling gasolina.
Zig, zig.
Zag, zag.

The children’s poems used in the study were translated from English into
Filipino to determine whether Filipino children would perceive the humor in
the poems differently when presented in Filipino, their national language. The
translation of humorous poems is an exciting area to study given the intercon-
nection between form and content and how there will always be some conflict
between the two in poetry translation. In most cases, the content will have
priority over style. However, a great majority of children’s poems, especially
those with a humorous narrative, rely on style, that is, the use of rhyme and
repeated sounds. As will be shown in Chapter 4, the translator has to choose
which to prioritize between the two in the event of a conflict, that is, when
it becomes impossible to be faithful to both form and content, as is often the
case. This shows that translation is a balancing act, requiring a delicate equi-
librium between what could be lost and what could be gained in the process
and product of translation. In Notes on Translation Technique, Prochazka, for
example, explains why he retained the stylistic structures of the original Ger-
man work in his Czech translation: “...this complexity, baroqueness, almost
lack of clarity, belongs to the basic structure and therefore must be preserved
(...) the Czech reader gathers a similar impression from the translation to that
of the German reader from the original.” The aim of the study is to examine
whether a poem, when relieved of the symbiotic nature of the relationship be-
tween form and content in the translation, still has a “similar impression” to
the target reader. This is in support of Foster’s assertion (in Nida 1964) that
a good translation is “one that fulfills the same purpose in the new language
as the original did in the language in which it was written.” Children’s poems
are particularly interesting to examine in this regard. Shultz and Robillard (in
McGhee and Chapman 1980) contend that if either the “tendentious content”
or the “poetic form” is removed from a children’s poem, the resulting version
is less funny than the original. Thus, the translations produced for the study
focused on form and content separately to determine which of the two carries
more significant humorous impact.

The third reason for selecting poetry has an outreach component to it. Most
of the time, children struggle with poetry, finding it confusing or incomprehensi-
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ble. Furthermore, as will be shown in Chapter 9, more children like prose better
than poetry for reasons such as a preference for exciting plots and developing
a relationship with the characters in the stories. This prejudice against poetry
exists even though many children are exposed to nursery rhymes in the early
stages of developing language and creative expression. However, as they get
older, they learn to associate poetry with serious reading: schools frequently
include in their curricula only poems from the so-called canon of children’s
verse which Styles (1996: 190) describes as “never intended for the young at all,
but was verse which adults thought suitable for children. The gatekeepers of
the canon are the anthologists [italics in the original].” Styles adds: “Poems by
Shakespeare, Wordsworth and Tennyson, who never wrote for children, have
been collected more frequently in prestigious anthologies of the last hundred
years than work by Stevenson, Lear or Rossetti.” The present study is a chance
for children to experience poetry written specifically for children and become
aware that poems, similar to stories, can also be engaging and pleasurable. If
the results of the poetry sessions are any indication of how children, in general,
can get engaged in poetry using humor, then poetry reading sessions can be
effective in transforming children’s mindset toward greater poetry understand-
ing and appreciation. When children learn to read poetry for pleasure, humor
is reconciled with the serious intent of poetry: to encourage readers to think
about the wider world and how they are connected to it. As Styles (2011: n.p.)
puts it: “The best children’s poetry is profound though the voice in the poem
may be superficially light-hearted — and fun and laughter have always been and
will, T trust, always be an important part of any healthy diet of poetry.”

1.1.2 Focus on Filipino

It is not only poetry that is competing with other forms of children’s literature.
The national language of the Philippines, Filipino, has been competing with
English in the area of teaching and learning. For instance, Filipino subjects are
no longer required in collegdﬂ Daisy Jane Cunanan-Calado, a Filipino language
advocate, expresses her frustration over this “lack of. .. love for [the] language”
(Pabalate 2022: n.p.). She says that although there is “nothing wrong with
prioritizing English over Filipino, which modern parents are doing”, [Filipino
parents| “must not give less value to Filipino” (Pabalate 2022: n.p.). Calado is
concerned about “how to give equal footing to the national language” and “pro-
mote Filipino and emphasize its value beyond a mere school requirement” in
elementary and high school (Pabalate 2022: n.p.). She adds that teaching Fil-
ipino should be “experiential, functional, conversational, and not too academic
or grammar-based”: “[Parents| should develop a fond experience in learning and
using our language, so [children] would find it interesting” (Pabalate 2022: n.p.).

IMeanwhile, some universities in the United States, including major ones, are offering
Filipino language classes (Parba 2018) which affirms the “desire for Filipino to be taught
[to] and learned [by| to encourage readers to think about the wider world and how they are
connected to it” (Axel 2014: 305 in Parba 2018: 4).
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A good measure of this is when children also choose to read leisurely on their
own in Filipino and not just in English.

Studies have shown that humor is effective in stimulating interest in reading
among children. For example, a study of elementary children from Spain, the
UK, Iceland and Turkey shows that most children (between 57% and 69%) like
to read books that make them laugh (Adalsteindottir 2011 in Orekoya, Chik
and Chan 2014: 62). What is lacking in the literature, however, is evidence
that humor also stimulates a child’s enthusiasm in reading in a less dominant
language. This study aims to address this gap. In this study, the less dominant
(or less used) language appears to be Filipino, which seems consistent with gen-
eral trends. According to Pabalate (2022: n.p.), “since most subjects in school
are taught in English and the Philippines have become increasingly globally
competitive, more and more parents are choosing English as their child’s first
language.” Parba (2018: 15) also observed that some Filipinos identified English
as their first language. This is particularly true among families belonging to
the middle and upper classes. With the lower socio-economic classes especially
in Metro Manila who do not use English at home, there is some evidence that
children are enthusiastic about learning in Filipino. A school official in a public
school believes that using the native language as the medium of instruction
“erases the notion that being good at English makes you brilliant”: if the child
speaks English well, then he or she must do better in his or her own languageﬂ
(Granali 2013). Thus, while this study only involves children from middle-class
families and whether humor can motivate them to read more in Filipino outside
the classroom, the results can also be applied to children from lower-income
groups who may be more proficient in Filipino but who may need the motiva-
tion to read in Filipino outside of school. But as Chapter 3 will show, this begs
the question of whether there are enough materials for children wanting to read
more in Filipino. As Calado notes, the biggest problem with reading literature
in Filipino is that sometimes, it is not accessible and most of the time, it is
only meant for lower levels (Pabalate 2022: n.p.).

1.1.3 Focus on translation

Children’s response to humor in literature has received little attention (Zbaracki
2003: 30), and even far less when it comes to humor in poetry for children. To
begin with, the critical study of translating poems for children remains “rare
across popular and academic literatures”, unlike translating poems for adults
which is “common worldwide” (Withrow 2015: 51). Most studies done in the
area of humorous children’s literature involved jokes, riddles or cartoons (Shan-
non 1999: 122) as well as fiction, may they be entire books or excerpts such
as a chapter. But as Mallan (1993: 37) points out, “poetry has the potential
to capture comic effects in memorable form.” It is a known fact that, for some
children, the initial encounter with literature was through poetry in the form of

20wn language can also refer to other Philippine languages.
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nursery rhymes and nonsense verses, which “serve as a spring board for diving
into real poetry” (Huck 1979: 308). Exposure to nursery rhymes is perhaps the
reason that though much has changed in terms of poetry’s subject matter as
well as language and format (Mallan 1993: 37), children still prefer narrative
rhyme and humorous verse (Huck et al. 1987: 414 in Mallan 1993: 37). Huck
(1979: 325) adds that “all children enjoy humorous poetry, whether it is gay
nonsense or an amusing story.” Translated texts compose a significant amount
of literature created for children, so much so that their role is seen as more im-
portant in children’s literature than adults (Bamberger 1979 in Lathey 2016:
9). It is not surprising then that in the last three decades, there has been a
marked increase in scholarly writing dealing with the translation of texts for
children, with studies covering aspects such as translation approaches and the
function of translated children’s text in the literary polysystem. More recent
research has also been decisively motivated by certain traits of children’s liter-
ature. It has looked into ideological manipulation, dual readership, features of
orality and the relationship between text and image (Alvastad 2010: 24).

Although children read translations, there is little evidence, however, of their
responses to the content and context of translated texts (Lathey 2016: 10). Chil-
dren’s response to translation composes a neglected area even if the few studies
conducted on the effects of translation on young readers reveal important find-
ings. For instance, Henriques (2013) found that although foreignizing strategies
could raise the readers’ awareness of the foreignness of short fiction (55), they
did not make the text more challenging to read or less pleasant for children
(53). The understanding of the characters and reactions to the plot events was
virtually the same between the foreignized and naturalized version of the chil-
dren’s story (53). Another example is the work of Sung et al. (2015) which
examined the impact of name translation on Korean children’s understand-
ing of picture book stories. Two picture books were read to the children, one
with character names in Korean and the other with transliteration of Japanese
names. The results indicated that children did not find the picture book with
Japanese names harder to understand than the one with Korean names (226).
There was no difference in their judgment of the stories or characters, which
suggests that Japanese names did not hinder the participants’ identification
with the story characters (227). These findings have implications, for instance,
in cultural context adaptation, which is widely studied in the translation of
children’s literature.

That it is culturally bound and dependent on personal factors then makes
humor a major challenge for translators. For Raphaelson-West (1989: 128), hu-
mor can only be translated with the goal of cultural education, “using explana-
tion and/or awkward language that sacrifices the dramatic effect.” Raphaelson-
West divides jokes into three groups: (1) linguistic such as puns, (2) cultural
such as ethnic jokes, and (3) universal such as the unexpected (130), with the
jokes progressively becoming easier to translate as one moves from (1) to (3).
She adds that it is possible to translate humor if one bears in mind that “the
translation will not always be as humorous as the original” (140). This is sup-
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ported by Zabalbeascoa (2005: 187) who stresses that assuming that “humor
will necessarily be equally important in both the translated version and its
source text” or that “the nature of the humor must be the same in both source
text and its translation” is a “dangerous simplification.” Furthermore, he em-
phasizes that the translator must know “where humor stands as a priority and
what restrictions stand in the way of fulfilling the intended goals” (Zabalbeas-
coa 1996 in Zabalbeascoa 2005: 201). Scholars and critics should be aware that
there are times when translators do not aim for sameness in aspects they have
no intention of preserving since they work based on a different set of criteria
(Zabalbeascoa 2005: 203). The lack of “serious work” on humor translation in
translation studies suggests, according to Vandaele (2002: 150), that “humour
translation is qualitatively different from ‘other types’ of translation and, con-
sequently, one cannot write about humour translation in the same way one
writes about other types of translation.”

1.2 Research/literature gaps

This study examines children’s humor and the translation of humorous chil-
dren’s poems. Although children’s humor has been widely studied by scholars
such as McGhee who wrote in-depth about the stages of development of chil-
dren’s humor and even by Freud (1905) who was interested in the three stages
of humor among children, not much attention has been given to other factors
that could affect children’s humor such as gender, language preferences and
culture. With the first, gendered responses to humor in literature are not well
discussed; by and large, humor in children is generalized only by age group. For
instance, Mckenzie (2005) asserts that picture books with scatological humor
are popular with younger children without making a distinction in how they are
received by boys and girls. However, there are differences not only in the type
of humor that appeal to girls and boys but also in how they express themselves
creatively, often with the use of humor. In her study of primary pupils, O’kane
Boal (2021) found that boys are more likely than girls to dive in and start to tell
a story when asked. Similarly, when formulating stories, girls were more likely
to refer to girls in their stories while boys only referred to boys. Language can
likewise be a factor in children’s appreciation of humor. It makes sense to as-
sume that difficulty in understanding words leads to less cognitive involvement
by readers. It also impinges on the reception of humor. Finally, with culture,
what is “tendentious content”, to borrow the term of Shultz and Robillard, or
controversial or challenging is first and foremost culturally situated, as shown
in Chapter 5. Differences in how humor is produced and received culturally
have been studied with adult subjects, frequently focused on the Western and
Eastern contrast, but minimal comparison, if any, has been made with children
from different cultures. This study contributes to the literature by providing an
account of how culture can influence children’s response to humor in literary
texts.
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As mentioned earlier, humor plays a huge part in determining content for
children’s books. Besides suspense and adventure, humor motivates children to
actively read books (Orekoya, Chik and Chan 2014: 62). In a study by Zbaracki
(2003: iii), it was found that children were highly engaged in reading when the
material was a humorous children’s book. Humorous stories quickly become
favorites among children (Shannon 1999: 119) although examples of such hu-
morous stories have not been given. Humor is also a constant in children’s
verbal lore (Factor 1989: 162) such as chants, jingles and rhymes. Previous
studies have pointed out what kind of humor appeals to children the most. For
example, the study by Shannon (1999: 119) showed that children appreciated
humor related to (1) superiority or sense of accomplishment, (2) physical events
and appearances, (3) the scatological and gross, and (4) language and word-
play. As for humor in children’s poetry, Huck (1979: 336-338) considers animal
poems as humorous poems and says that humor in this subgenre focuses on
the description of funny, eccentric characters with delightful-sounding names
as well as ludicrous situations and funny stories. Furthermore, she says that
“much of what children consider funny is really sadistic and even ghoulish” and
that “much of what adults would call pure nonsense delights children.”

But humor preferences are culturally dependent. They vary not only from
one culture to another (Niedzielski 2008: 140) but also from one individual
to another (Shannon 1999: 121). They change as society changes and as in-
dividuals get older (Mallan 1993: 8). What is lacking in the literature is the
study of primary school children’s response to humor from a cultural lens. The
present study hopes to offer some insights into this. Other factors that influence
appreciation of humor are sex, personality and intelligence (Kappas 1967: 70;
for sex differences in children, see also McGhee 1979: 209-210). As regards the
last factor, Vandaele (2002: 157) says that the ability to understand humor is
“commonly accepted as an important index of intelligence” although for Chik
(2001: xii), children’s intellectual ability is unrelated to humor appreciation.
Children’s appreciation of the humor in the books also related to their sensitiv-
ity to style and tone (Shannon 1999: 142). With regard to gender, Honig (1988:
65-66) reviewed some earlier studies pointing to gender differences in humor.
Among the results cited are the following:

e Boys 6 to 11 years old scored higher than girls in frequency of laughter,
behavioral and verbal initiations of humor and amount of hostile humor
(McGhee 1976).

e Boys were more likely than girls to choose aggressive cartoons rather than
nonsensical cartoons by age 4 and 5 (King and King 1973).

e Seven-year-old girls smiled more and 7-year-old boys laughed more when
with friends. Girls were more likely to laugh when with a boy than with
another girl (Chapman 1983).

Other studies on gender in humor show that boys are more inclined to
initiate humor more than girls and girls laugh more but initiate less (Canzler
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1980 and Franzini 2002 in Dowling 2014: 123) and girls laugh more frequently
about “the esthetical form, expression of humor and playing practical jokes”
while boys laugh more frequently about “the mishaps of others” (Neu 2006
in Dowling 2014: 123). While previous studies looked at how children make
and perceive jokes and how they appreciate humor in prose stories and visual
materials, the present study aims to contribute to the discussion by uncovering
whether there are differences in gender when children read humorous poems,
an area that has not been explored.

1.3 Research questions

This thesis examines children’s response to humor in translated texts which
Verster (2019) considers an underexamined area. In particular, it explores the
unexplored area of children’s response to translations of humorous children’s
poems. The research question which hopes to address the knowledge gap in chil-
dren’s literature and translation studies is: How do children respond to humor
in translated poems? The study hopes to identify children’s experiences with
translated poems, whether they respond similarly to different humorous poems
and whether they identify with the characters and situations in the poems. The
descriptions of their experiences are valuable for gaining insight into children’s
humor appreciation especially as it relates to factors such as comprehension,
which is only part of the psychological response to humor (Purser, Herwegen
and Thomas 2020)E| as well as language dominance and preferred mode of input
and reading environment. In particular, the study aims to answer the following
questions:

1. Does exposure to humorous poems motivate children to read more poems?

2. Do children who read more in Filipino than in English (the two official
languages in the Philippines) perceive the humor in the translated poems
in Filipino more positively?

3. What is the relationship between text comprehension and humor appre-
ciation? Are good comprehenders likely to find the poems funny, and
conversely, are poor comprehenders likely to find the poems less funny?

4. Do children find a humorous poem funnier when it is read to them or
when they read it individually?

5. Do children find a humorous poem funnier when they read it alone or
when they read it with other people?

3They observed a “reliable relationship between humor comprehension and smil-
ing/laughter” only with children 8 years or older, suggesting that laughter does not auto-
matically result from explicit understanding. Furthermore, they found that vocabulary com-
petence is linked to comprehension but only among older children which “demonstrates a
separable role of language proficiency in humor comprehension.”
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6. Which elements make a humorous poem funny for children?

7. Are there gender differences in appreciating the humor in children’s po-
ems?

What sets the present study apart from other investigations is that it looks
at self-reported comprehension rather than gauges the reader’s comprehension
through a task or question (as seen, for instance, in McGhee 1971). The rela-
tionship of the mode of input (participants reading the text individually versus
listening to it read to them) and reading environment (participants reading
alone or with other people) to humor appreciation have also not been investi-
gated by other researchers which adds to the usefulness of the present study.
Consistency in the participants’ responses should make evident whether hu-
morous poems elicit the same reaction regardless of differences in the type of
poem (in this case, fantastical versus realistic).

In addition to these questions that directly address humor appreciation, the
study also aims to answer these questions:

8. Do children themselves regard children’s poems as having a dual reader-
ship (i.e., one that has both children and adults as the intended readers
and not only as mediators in the case of adults)?

9. Can children better relate to a poem when it is translated into their
national language?

The first question should bring light to what children perceive as suitable
literature for children against one that is made for adults and whether children’s
ideas of what is “good” and “appropriate” for them are congruent with adult
views. In particular, the question should uncover children’s perspectives on chil-
dren’s humor versus adult humor. The participants’ views on the relatability of
characters and situations in the translated poems not only direct to a greater
understanding of children’s humor, specifically what kind of humor appeals
to them the most, but also of the cross-cultural effectiveness of the transla-
tion, bearing in mind that translation is “the communication of stories between
two cultures” (Barslund (2011: 139)@ In other words, this shows whether the
translator has successfully negotiated the transfer of foreign cultures across the
language gap.

Finally, the study aims to answer these questions:

10. Is form or content more influential in producing humor in children’s po-
ems? Does the presence of rhyme and rhythm make a poem funny or
is the humorous content of the poem, without the support of structural
elements, sufficient to make it funny?

4 Although this applies to prose stories, this can also apply to narrative poems that tell
a story.
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To determine this, two Filipino translations — one focused on form and
another on content — were written and presented to the children during the
poetry reading sessions.

1.4 Limitations

1.4.1 Language

One limitation of the study is that it assumes that the participants’ major lan-
guages are Filipino and English, disregarding the possibility that they could be
more versed in other Philippine languages as the first language spoken at home.
The Philippines is an archipelagic state with 186 recognized languages. It has
two official languages, Filipino and English, with the former mainly based on
Tagalog, a regional language spoken in the island of Luzon. Although some sub-
jects at the elementary level, particularly in Grades 1 to 3, are taught using the
students’ mother tongue, English remains the primary medium of instruction
from preschool to university. Kilates (2005: 13) expresses: “since [the] culture
[in the Philippines]| is made up of many regional and ethnic cultures with their
own ‘national’ languages (not a unique situation in the world), English has
provided. .. some sort of common medium of communication.” Thus, it would
be interesting to know how primary students, who are more exposed to English
in school, respond to humor expressed in Filipino. Ezrina and Valian (2022: 2)
believe that “lower proficiency in a language could either slow humor process-
ing in that language, or cause failure to understand the joke, or both.” Other
scholars also found that humor processing is slower in the less dominant lan-
guage (Aycicegi-Dinn et al. 2018; Ozdemir and Uysal 2016 in Ezrina and Valian
2022: 2). Ezrina and Valian (2022) add that even when there are two equally
dominant languages, processing, albeit successful, is slowed by the mapping of
semantic representations and access of meanings. The study did not ask for
the language background or profile of the participants and only inquired about
fluency in Filipino or English. However, the participants came from the Uni-
versity of the Philippines (UP) Integrated School which has a strong bilingual
background (Filipino and English), especially since 1989 when UP adopted a
language policy that emphasized the use of Filipino and then English.

1.4.2 Age

The other limitation of the study is that it looked at only one particular age
group of children. Thus, whether the present study’s findings can apply to a
wider age range or whether there are age-related differences cannot be con-
cluded from this study alone. The decision to involve Grade 3 pupils is influ-
enced by the researcher’s enjoyment of middle-grade literature or those texts
intended for 8- to 12-year-old children. The youngest children in this age group
have been selected since their cognitive skills allow them to understand linguis-
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tic incongruities. However, these are not sophisticated enough and they cannot
fully explain humorous events: for instance, it has been found by Zimmermann
(2014) that children from 6 to 9 years of age can understand riddles but cannot
say why a riddle is funny (this is further discussed in section 5.5.1.2). Thus, it
would be interesting to see how younger children respond to questions on the
comprehensibility and relatability of the poem’s subject matter. The other rea-
son for selecting children in third grade is that by 8 years of age, children can
“decenter, take the point of view of another, and is more likely to refrain from
laughing while an unfortunate person is present” (Honig 1988: 64). The poems
selected for the poetry reading sessions deal with unfortunate (but humorous)
events which can test whether children at this age can empathize with fictional
characters, giving further insight into children’s appreciation of humor. Results
show not only the influence of gender but also of culture and the growth of
moral development (Honig 1988: 64). The third reason for choosing younger
pupils is that it can provide a benchmark for future studies on humor reception
across different age groups. One such example was the study of Fabrizi and
Pollio (1987) who compared the frequency and nature of classroom events that
evoked laughing or smiling in a 3rd, 7th and 11th grade classroomﬂ The fourth
reason for studying children at this age is that third grade is the last stage
before pupils move to the intermediate phase (Grades 4 to 6). By the time they
reach Grade 4, they will read different formats and genres. Thus, Grade 3 is an
excellent period to encourage poetry reading, especially of humorous poems,
not only for pleasure but also to enhance learning. Hayati and Shoostari (2011
in Zabidin et al. 2020: 129) observe that using humor in the classroom had an
impact on students’ comprehension and retention skills while Zabidin (2015 in
Zabidin et al. 2020: 129) notes that the results of vocabulary tests were better
when students were given humorous texts. The final reason is that third graders
are seldom studied in terms of appreciating humor in literature. For example,
Shannon (1999: 125) and Zbaracki (2003: 43) who came up with categories of
materials that children find funny in literature, conducted their field study (or
part of it in the case of Zbaracki) in Grade 4/5 classrooms.

1.5 Overall structure

Chapters 2 to 5 provide the theoretical framework. Chapter 2 demonstrates that
the definitions of children’s literature vary but, in general, exclude children’s
perspectives as they are based solely on what adults think about children’s
literature. Thus, how children perceive texts primarily meant for them is ex-
amined in this study. Chapter 3 shows that it is not only children’s literature
that is peripherally situated but, quite often, so too is translated literature.

5They found that humorous events became less frequent as the grade level increased.
Students in the seventh and 11th grades also tended to produce disruptive behaviors which
was not observed with the third graders. Differences between boys and girls were “small and
infrequent.”
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A historical take on the translation of children’s literature in the Philippines
provides insight into the evolving functions of translation in a former colony.
To compare early and current functions, the chapter also discusses present di-
rections in translated children’s literature in the Philippines. In Chapter 4, it
is shown that most of the time, the translator cannot be faithful to both form
and content of the poem and must choose which to prioritize between the two.
Thus, in this study, two translations of the poems have been used to under-
stand how children respond to humor: one based on form and another based on
content. Chapter 5 shows how humor, similar to children’s literature, is difficult
to define. Three theories of humor are studied. The chapter also looks at humor
from developmental and cultural angles.

Chapter 6 zooms in on the methodology employed in the study, from data
collection to data analysis. It discusses how the research adapted to the Covid-
19 pandemic, which situates the study in an extraordinary time with a new set
of norms. A considerable part of the chapter discusses how the materials for
the poetry reading sessions have been prepared.

Chapters 7 to 9 present the results and discussion. Chapter 7 includes the
results of the poetry reading sessions with children. Feedback from the par-
ticipants and their parents are included to show how poetry reading sessions,
despite the online setup as the “new normal”, can inspire poetry appreciation
among young readers. Chapter 8 presents an interpretation of the study’s re-
sults. The participants’ responses to the translated poems are explained from a
cultural lens. The effect of reading funny poems on social relationships, reading
widely and creativity is also discussed. It is shown how a text’s complexity has
implications for humor competence. Finally, the chapter makes a case for the
preference for free verse. Chapter 9 contains the conclusions of the study. These
include the role of culture and gender in poetry appreciation, which type of “re-
latability” is more influential when reading a translation, whether it is content
or form that determines humor in poetry, and the use of group interviews to
study children’s humor. The chapter ends with some recommended topics for
further study.



CHAPTER 2

Children’s literature

2.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses why children’s literature is hard to define, despite being
familiar to many and being largely “self-explanatory.” The limitations of arriv-
ing at one definition are examined with respect to textual features, intended
audience, content and industry practice. The discussion then shows that chil-
dren’s literature is sensitive to the concept of childhood, shifting in focus and
form as our views of and beliefs about childhood change over time. The histori-
cal account ends with an examination of these shifting conventions with regard
to culture. Finally, a new concept called “role dualism” is proposed as an ex-
planation of what validates the “duty” of adults as “gatekeepers” who make
choices on what children can and should read. Aside from a literature review,
this chapter also presents the responses gathered from interviews conducted
with children’s publishers in the Philippines.

2.2 The problem of defining children’s literature

Since the study of children’s literature became an academic field in its own
right in the 1970s, much debate has revolved around the definition and scope
of children’s literature. According to Sale (1979: 1):

Everyone knows children’s literature until asked to define it. Is it
literature read by or to people younger than some age? ... Is it
literature intended for children? ... Our best definition is going to be
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very loose and unhelpful, or else cumbersomely long and unhelpful;
we are better off saying we all have a pretty good idea of what
children’s literature includes and letting the matter rest there.

Nicholas Tucker (1990: 8) shares a similar view saying that “although most
people would agree that there are obvious differences between adult and chil-
dren’s literature, when pressed they may find it quite difficult to establish what
exactly such differences really amount to.” The task can be so challenging that
some scholars and critics have resigned themselves to the impossibility of reach-
ing a definition — the “antidefiners”, as Gubar calls them. An early proponent
of antidefinition is John Rowe Townsend who suggested that children’s lit-
erature cannot be defined because the term and the concept themselves are
problematic (in Gubar 2011: 210). He comments that there is “no such thing
as children’s literature, there is just literature” because children’s books are no
different from other books in the same way that children are no different from
other people (Townsend 1980: 196-197). Townsend’s view acknowledges that
children’s literature is not subordinate — and inferior — to adult literature per
se.

2.2.1 Definition according to characteristics

To abandon the act of defining children’s literature is to disregard the fact that
it does display characteristics that are more common to it than to other gen-
res. For instance, Thompson and Sealey (2007) found that children’s texts have
different linguistic properties than those of adults. Based on three corpora —
30 texts of imaginative fiction written for a child, 317 texts of imaginative fic-
tion written for an adult, and 114 newspaper texts — sampled from the British
National Corpus, they found that in terms of the frequency of parts of speech,
there were slightly more proper nouns and pronouns in children’s fiction, which
suggests a higher degree of reference to people. Their analysis of frequent lex-
ical verb forms showed that the word “said” is proportionately more common
in children’s fiction than in adult fiction and indicated that direct speech is
more prevalent in the former. This is confirmed by the high frequency of be-
ginning and end quote marks in their corpus. As for the frequency of nouns,
the word “thing” frequently appears in children’s fiction but not in adult fiction
which could suggest the predominance of simple and colloquial words in fiction
intended for young people.

By comparing different semantic categories, Thompson and Sealey (2007)
likewise identified the typical features of the world and perspectives on the
world that are presented in English literature written for children. They con-
clude that what distinguishes children’s literature from literature for an adult
audience is the importance it gives to animals, food and plants, as well as to
movement and speed. It is a “world of objects, and a world in which sight and
size are emphasized.” On the other hand, adult fiction “is distinguished by inti-
macy and sexuality, and is a world in which beliefs and broad questions about
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life predominate, and is a world of social laws” (Thompson and Sealey 2007:
15).

These observations align with what Mcdowell (1973: 51) identified as unique
characteristics of children’s literature. He notes: “Children’s books are generally
shorter; they tend to favour an active rather than a passive treatment, with dia-
logue and incident rather than description and introspection; child protagonists
are the rule; conventions are much used; the story develops within a clear-cut
moral schematism which much adult fiction ignores; children’s books tend to
be optimistic rather than depressive; language is child-oriented; plots are of
a distinctive order, probability is often disregarded; and one could go on end-
lessly talking of magic, and fantasy, and simplicity, and adventure.” While most
of these observations are still valid, there are also developments in children’s
publishing such as moving away from merely simple and fantastical themes to-
ward exploring hard subjects and real-world issues. There are books now that
help children understand and process sensitive topics such as immigration, war
and discrimination. Some examples are the Newberry Honor book The War
That Saved My Life (2015), the Asian/Pacific American Award for Literature
recipient Front Desk (2018), the Edgar Award nominee From The Desk of Zoe
Washington (2020) and the New York Times bestseller, Newberry Honor book
and winner of the National Book Award Inside Out and Back Again (2011).

Other authors have made observations similar to the ones given by McDow-
ell. For Judith Hillman, children’s literature exhibits typical childhood experi-
ences written from a child’s perspective, children or childlike characters, simple
and direct plots that focus on action, a feeling of optimism and innocence (e.g.,
happy endings are the norm), and a tendency toward combining reality and
fantasy (in Nodelman 2008: 189). For Temple, Martinez and Yokota (2014: 9),
a children’s book usually has three qualities: a child protagonist and an issue
that concerns children, a straightforward storyline with a linear and limited
sequence in a confined setting, and language that is concrete and vivid and
not overly complex. But Gubar (2011: 212) objects to the generalizations ex-
pressed by other scholars in differentiating children’s literature from the rest,
saying that a common, universal trait cannot possibly be shared by all chil-
dren’s texts and that they can only exhibit a “family resemblance”, a term she
borrows from Wittgenstein. This is based on her study of Anglo-American chil-
dren’s theater in which she did not discover “a single characteristic shared by
all professional children’s plays that decisively differentiates them from dramas
aimed at adults” (Gubar 2011: 214). Similar to children’s stories, many of which
came from originally adult stories such as folk tales and fairy tales, children’s
theater evolved from theater in general to entertain and educate children.

2.2.2 Definition according to audience

Children’s literature can also be defined by authorial intent. However, this
also poses problems. For instance, Maurice Sendak (2011), best known for the
picture book Where the Wild Things Are (1963), once said in an interview that
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“I do not believe that I have ever written a children’s book. I do not know how
to write a children’s book. .. I didn’t set out to write a children’s book.”

Children are not the only intended readers of children’s literature. It has a
dual audience, a characteristic feature even of what are considered children’s
classics. Wall (1991) was the first to introduce the three types of audiences of
children’s literature: single audience, dual audience and double audience. When
the child is consistently the implied reader, the text is considered as having a
single address as can be seen, according to Wall, in the works of Beatrix Potter.
But when the implied reader is a child and adult at different levels, the text
is said to have a double address. Such readership was typically found in texts
written in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when “authors had not
yet found an appropriate voice to address children” (Semizu 2013: 4). Double
address “exhibited a strong consciousness of the presence of adult readers”
(Wall 1991: 9 in Gannon 1994: 190). A fusion of these two is the dual address,
introduced in the 20th century by writers (Birketveit 2020): when the implied
reader is simultaneously a child and an adult. More specifically, the narrator
“addresses adults without excluding children” (Semizu 2013: 4). The Harry
Potter books seem to be an excellent example of texts with a dual address that
speak to adults and children on the same level. What is helpful in her analysis
is the assertion that the “voice” or “tone” used toward a child is discernible “in
speech as in narration through inflection and style” (Lesnik-Oberstein 1992:
252). However, it is also criticized for the lack of distinction between narrator
and author, and narratee and reader (Semizu 2013: 4) and for arguing based
solely on “her knowledge of the ‘real’ child” [italics in the original] which makes
her assertion only one of the many opinions on the subject (Lesnik-Oberstein
1992: 252-253).

For Wall (1991: 2), it is easier to define a children’s book than children’s
literature. She clarifies: “If a story is written to children, then it is for children,
even though it may also be for adults. If a story is not written to children,
then it does not form part of the genre writing for children even if the author
or the publisher hopes it will appeal to children” [italics in the original|. She
explains that it is not the content but how it is transmitted and to whom it is
said that distinguishes a book for children; in fiction, adults speak differently
when addressing children (Wall 1991: 2-3). Wall’s take then differs from the
traditional definition of children’s book based on subject and readability. In
narratives for children, the narrator is often presented as an authorial persona
and the narratee, though not directly addressed, and his or her characteristics
are constantly being defined in the text (Wall 1991: 5). She argues that today,
most children’s literature published has a narrator that uses a single address:
the narrator talks exclusively to a child audience. But even this is debatable as
seen in many examples of crossover literature.

For instance, Sale (1979: 1) observed that children’s literature includes many
books that older people enjoy even when they are not reading them with or for
children. Thus, to define children’s literature as works made only for children
— a standard definition of the genre — already poses limitations. Peter Hunt,



Children’s literature 19

for example, believes that children’s literature consists of only texts that were
“written expressly for children who are recognizably children, with a childhood
recognizable today” (Grenby 2014: 3). However, C. S. Lewis (1982), who read
and enjoyed The Wind in the Willows (1908) in his late twenties, believes that
“a children’s story which is enjoyed only by children is a bad children’s story”
because “the good ones last”, meaning that for him, children’s books that also
appeal to adults are certainly part of children’s literature.

Adding to the complexity of arriving at one working definition of children’s
literature are books initially intended for adults but became popular with chil-
dren (and vice versa, as in the case of The Hobbit). Peter Pan, for example, first
appeared in a novel for adults, in J. M. Barrie’s The Little White Bird pub-
lished in 1902, and became suitable for children only after it was transformed
into a play in 1904 (Rose 1984: 61). The same is true for fairy tales. While
many have been (re-)written or adapted for children, fairy tales — myths and
legends that evolved into folktales — had adults as their primary audience.
In Tolkien’s words, they echo the “dark beliefs and practices of the past” and
present unpleasant subjects such as child abuse, incest and murder. According
to Tolkien (1947), why children are associated with fairy tales is “an accident
of our domestic history”, such stories having been downgraded to the nursery
when they have gone out of fashion for adults. Thus, from the beginning, chil-
dren’s literature has been identified as a lower genre, as explained in Section
2.4.

2.2.3 Definition according to content

During his time, Henry James proposed that children be excluded when writ-
ers discuss formerly prohibited topics so that writers could talk freely about
their art (in Hughes 1978: 548) without consideration of the delicate nature
of children. Nevertheless, this view has evolved. As children’s book writer and
illustrator Natalie Babbitt (1970) points out, there is little difference between
new books for children and those written for adults in this respect: “war, dis-
ability, poverty, cruelty, all the harshest aspects of life are present in children’s
literature.” She adds that the only books created to be “gentle and sweet” are
those “written by people who have been deluded by isolation or a faulty mem-
ory into thinking that children themselves are gentle and sweet.” For instance,
Evasco (2011: 129-130) describes the period 1990 to 1999 of children’s book
production in the Philippines as stagnant, during which children’s books are
too safe and “wholesome”, avoiding mature and serious themes.

In recent years, however, local publishers have released books on social re-
alism, exploring a more comprehensive range of themes such as gender and
child abuse. For instance, publishers in the Philippines are now able to publish
about a broad range of topics especially now that there is more focus on inclu-
sivity; there is an effort to make books for all types of children. A few years
ago, Tahanan Books produced its first LGBTQ book for children called Dalawa
ang Daddy ni Billy (Billy Has Two Dads, 2018) to promote understanding and
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acceptance. Tahanan Books believes that just because something is new or dif-
ferent, it cannot be for children; labeling books as “wholesome” comes from an
assumption of what is appropriate for children. According to the publisher: “A
book about two fathers is not necessarily unwholesome. It is how you write
about it that makes it appropriate for children.” In Sweden, by the 1960s, fairy
tales became outdated as they were believed to draw children away from real
problems and children’s books started to tackle the “misery, loneliness and an-
guish” of everyday life (Nikolajeva 1996: 68). Goldstone (1986: 791) posits that
these developments happened not because child readers have become more so-
phisticated in decoding and comprehension but because sociocultural changes
are driving publishers to select more mature books for children.

However, not all countries are receptive to such a shift. In Hungary, for
instance, some bookstores placed signage at their entrances in July 2021 to
inform customers that they sell “non-traditional content.” The act was in re-
sponse to a new law that prohibited “depicting or promoting” homosexuality
and gender transitions in materials accessible to children (Washington Post,
16 July 2021). A month later, the government ordered bookstores to seal and
wrap children’s books containing LGBTQ themes and not to sell books or me-
dia content that depict homosexuality or gender change, whether intended for
children or adults, within 200 meters of a school or church (Washington Post,
2 August 2021; Reuters, 13 August 2021). According to book publishers, the
law’s immediate effect is “self-censorship” as they cannot produce books for a
much smaller market.

2.2.4 Definition according to industry actors

Some scholars have noted how the literary system as a whole defines children’s
literature. According to Townsend (1971: 10 in Nodelman 2008: 144), “the only
practical definition of a children’s book — absurd as it sounds — is a book which
appears on a children’s list by a publisher.” Lesnik-Oberstein (1994: 4-5) says
that the definition of a children’s book is still “variously based on publishers’
and editors’ decisions, general trends of style and illustration, supposed or
claimed readership, and theories of the creative processes which produce a
book.” Adarna House, the first children’s publishing house in the Philippines,
limits children’s books to children’s stories and poems, young adult novels and
graphic literature and stresses that people generally know children’s literature
as printed books.

However, it is not only the publishers who decide what children’s books
should be. Other elements that make up the literary system, including award-
giving bodies, do so as well. The National Children’s Book Awards (NCBA) of
the Philippines, for instance, defines a children’s book as “a printed and bound
volume that explicitly states it is for children and/or young people, hereby un-
derstood to refer to those falling within the ages 0-19 years” (Gagatiga 2011).
This is an excellent example of the arbitrariness of definition ascribed to chil-
dren’s literature. Although the NCBA still considers those above 18 as children,
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in the Philippines, legislation identifies children as persons below 18 years of
age, and those over 18 years old are considered children only when “they are un-
able to fully take care of themselves or protect themselves from abuse, neglect,
cruelty, exploitation, or discrimination because of physical, mental disability or
conditions” (Saplala 2007: 88). In the United States, the Newbery Medal and
Honor are awarded to books for which children are an intended potential audi-
ence, with children defined as persons of ages up to and including 14. Clearly,
the criteria vary from one geographical location to another.

One study reveals that adult judgment of books, as manifested in children’s
lists, does not always agree with that of children. Munde (1997) found that
out of the 168 unique titles from the 1995 Children’s Choices List as well as
the combined 1995 Notable Books for Children and the 1995 Teachers’ Choices
List by the American Library Association, only six were identified as favorite
books by both adults and children. Furthermore, Munde found that selections
for humorous books varied greatly between children and adults. For instance,
for the ages 8 to 10, children selected books that included shorter fiction and
riddles while adults chose poetry, folktales and longer fiction. Aside from being
shorter, children’s choices were also less “literary” and relied more on plot action
than memorable prose (Munde 1997: 225). This supports what Lehman (1991
in Stoodt et al. 1996: 67) generalized, upon analyzing books that appeared
on the Children’s Choices List: children prefer predictable qualities, optimistic
tone and a lively pace; children prefer action-oriented structures and complete
plot resolutions; and children do not choose books with unresolved endings,
tragic tones, or slow-paced introspective plots. In her study, Munde also drew
attention to the fact that adults chose a book of short poems with puns and
wordplay while children chose fewer books of verbal humor which included, as
Munde described, what adults would consider “the worst puns and word plays
imaginable” (Munde 1997: 225).

2.2.5 Summary

Although children’s literature is generally accepted as composed of texts specif-
ically written with the needs and interests of children in mind, such needs and
interests are understood differently by scholars which leads to differing opin-
ions of children’s literature. Regarding characteristics, there seems to be some
common ground: it has been observed that children’s literature is written from
a child’s perspective and tends to be shorter, rich in dialogue and has a sim-
ple, action-oriented plot. But a complication arises when target audience is
considered. The presence of a dual address, a term first introduced by Wall,
makes the common definition of children’s literature as intended for children
debatable since adults can also read and enjoy it. In addition, there are books
originally written for adults but now considered to be children’s texts. There is
also no agreement when it comes to what children’s literature should contain,
and although there have been developments in this aspect, what is appropriate
content is still primarily dictated by culture. Finally, industry actors shape how
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children’s literature is defined by creating children’s lists. All these definitions
are influenced by the concepts of “child” and “childhood” and as the next sec-
tions will show, just as these concepts have changed over time, so too have
definitions of children’s literature.

2.3 Evolution of the concept of childhood and its
influence on children’s literature

2.3.1 The medieval period in Europe

Aside from discrepancies in the age of the intended audience of children’s liter-
ature, there are also problems arising from the absence of a universal concept
of child and childhood. The concept of childhood evolved through time along
with major historical and social conditions and brought with it cultural trans-
formations that have lasting effects on modern society. Before the seventeenth
century, society did not recognize children as different from adults with spe-
cial needs, which was why there were no educational systems and books for
children. Ariés (1960: 128) mentions that in medieval times “children were ne-
glected, forsaken or despised” and that the awareness of “that particular nature
which distinguishes the child from the adult” was lacking. Back then, chil-
dren were considered no different from adults and were regarded as “miniature
adults.” As such, they were depicted in medieval painting and art with adult
proportions, stern countenances and formal postures (Goldstone 1986: 792).
The stage of childhood was disregarded; it was a “fragile period” that had to
be left in advance because of high child mortality due to diseases. Owing to the
short life span characteristic of the period, children entered adulthood early
and became an integral part of adult society, sharing adult dress, work, and
leisure (Shavit 1986: 6). However, some held opposing views from Ariés. For
example, Shahar believes that in the Middle Ages, childhood was recognized
as a distinct stage in the life cycle, which means that there was a conception
of childhood and children were not merely miniature adults (in Nodelman and
Reimer 2003: 82).

2.3.2 The seventeenth century

The seventeenth century was a period of new social conditions — the Industrial
Revolution and the emergence of the bourgeois class (Shavit 1986: 6) — that
led to a new concept of childhood.

First, children were now recognized as innocent, sweet and angelic. Ariés
credits this view to a new tendency in religious devotion and iconography in
which the Infant Jesus was represented by himself in religious painting, engrav-
ing and structure. In other words, children were no longer just small adults (6).
With this new understanding of childhood, children and childhood became a
constant source of amusement (7). Ariés mentions how M. d’Argonne, in his
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treatise on education L’Education de Monsieur de Moncade (1690), complained
that many parents took an interest in their children for the sheer pleasure and
entertainment they derive from their “caresses” and “antics” (Ari¢s 1964: 131).
Other moralists and pedagogues disdained such coddling, such as Montaigne
(in Ariés 1964: 130) who rejected valuing children only for “amusement, like
monkeys.”

Second, childhood was associated with the spiritual well-being of the child.
It was believed that they should be educated and disciplined by adults. This
focused on the serious psychological interest in the child (Shavit 1986: 7). Such
a massive shift in the understanding of childhood brought about two new insti-
tutions: a new system of education — the school system — and a new readership
that produced an unprecedented market for children’s books (4). Education
and books were seen as pedagogic tools that could reform children who were
“delicate creatures” (7) and “must be protected, educated and molded in ac-
cordance with the current educational beliefs and goals” (Shavit 1989: 136).
Shavit notes that this second notion of childhood served as the framework for
canonized children’s literature. Because texts, too, must respond to children’s
capacities to comprehend and their educational needs (Shavit 1986: 7), they
varied from period to period, with the changing understanding of children’s
needs and capacities. For instance, Nodelman and Reimer (2003: 83) mention
how children’s literature in the seventeenth century was very different from
what it is today, composed of texts that were “excessively preachy and unnec-
essarily depressing” and are related to faith and salvation and directing children
to the right path. These first texts for children were developed by the Puritans
who believed that children were “as prone to sin and in need of salvation as
adults were” (Nodelman and Reimer 2003: 83).

2.3.3 The eighteenth century

The assertion of John Locke (1689: Sec. 2) in the eighteenth century that hu-
mans are born with a blank state of mind, a “white paper, void of all characters”,
which is gradually filled up by knowledge gained from perception or experience,
had profound effects on education theory. Daniel (1982: 157) described Locke’s
conception of the child’s mind as like wax, soft and capable of any impres-
sion which is given to it, meaning that the child is also a product of external
factors such as experience and learning (that is, the nurture side of the nature-
versus-nurture debate). Before Locke, many educators believed that children
were born with innate ideas and certain knowledge. Because children are born
tabula rasa, it is up to the adults to guide and teach them since “their want of
judgment makes them stand in need of restraint and discipline” (Locke 1693,
Sec. 40.). Locke believes that learning might be made “a play and recreation to
children” (Sec. 148) and that entertainment can be a source of learning.
Locke’s essay influenced British publisher John Newbery (1713-1767) to
produce books that children should enjoy reading. Historians of children’s lit-
erature often regard Newberry’s A Little Pretty Pocketbook: Intended for the
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Instruction and Amusement of Little Master Tommy and Pretty Miss Polly,
published in 1744, as the first real children’s book. Its creation signaled the
shift from purely didactic literature that infuses moral, spiritual and ethical
values in children to one that amuses and educates. Below each illustration
of activity and verse is a moral lesson (or “rule of life”) as well as a rule on
children’s behavior. Locke’s influence on Newbery is evident in the book’s in-
troduction where Newbery called him “the great Mr. Locke” and his beliefs on
nurturing children echoed Locke’s attitudes and sentiments. The book contains
games and activities, such as fishing and baseball, possibly inspired by Locke’s
saying that “children may be cozen’d into a knowledge of the letters; be taught
to read, without perceiving it to be anything but a sport” (Locke 1693, Sec.
149). New editions of fables cropped up as Locke encouraged the use of fa-
bles to teach kindness (Butler 1982: 96), introduce children to moral principles
(Daniel 1982: 153) and improve general reading and stylistic ability in students,
seeing them as practice tools for translation (153). Locke himself published his
Latin-English translation of fables in 1703. The mid-18th century then saw the
return of the fable to its more traditional form of children’s literature con-
cerned mainly with imparting maxims and socially acceptable behavior; in the
late seventeenth century, fables were used mainly for pedagogic purposes such
as to teach Latin to children (152-153).

2.3.4 The nineteenth century

In the nineteenth century, childhood was reconceptualized as a process of de-
velopment toward adulthood. It was thought that the early years of children
would significantly impact on their adult years. Parents invested in children’s
formation — “categorizing, managing, and disciplining them” to guarantee their
future success (Pugliese, no date). Thus, by the nineteenth century, when the
whole industry of children’s books flourished, children’s literature was still very
much linked to the field of education. Early Lessons (1809), the book in which
Maria Edgeworth’s “The Purple Jar” first appeared, clearly identifies its prove-
nance as well as its audience: young children in need of education (Nodelman
2008: 2). One of the earliest bibliographies of Anglo-North American children’s
literature in the nineteenth century is The Guardian of Education by Sarah
Kirby Trimmer. In the five volumes published from 1802 to 1806, Trimmer
reviewed books for children and young people, printed relevant extracts from
other writers, and discussed educational practices (Marks 2014: 314). Her main
interest was religion and this reflected on how she reviewed children’s books.
She criticized books that portrayed death, insanity and sexuality and books
that could be frightening for children (Grenby 2002: xxxv).

Reynolds (2014: n.p.) also states how the nineteenth century saw the de-
velopment of what is called the Cult of Childhood, “with adults exultantly
celebrating childhood in texts and images” instead of only a “state to be hur-
ried through” toward adulthood. This belief showed in written works during
the “Golden Age” of children’s literature such as, according to Reynolds, The
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Water-Babies (1863).

2.3.5 Modern concepts of childhood

Some scholars argue that the “child” in “children’s literature” does not exist
at all and is merely constructed by society, in the same way that childhood
itself is a socially contrived state of being (Goldstone 1986: 792). The “child” is
invented, described in different, often clashing, terms (Lesnik-Oberstein 1994:
8) and set in place by the category, the one which it needs to believe is there
for its own purposes (Rose 1984: 65). For Rose, children’s fiction rests on the
idea that there is a child to be addressed. To assume that there is only one
kind of child being addressed, that is, the book can only speak to one group of
children and disregard others, is also unacceptable for her. There is no gener-
alized concept of the child as there are divisions — of class, culture and literacy
— and this is something that the children’s book market faces. For Nodelman
(2008: 5), writers produce books based on the assumptions of the adults who
purchase them and the child readers are whoever the writers imagine and im-
ply in their works, whether or not they are what adults think about them.
He adds: “the childhood imagined by children’s books might be the means by
which actual children learn how to be suitably childlike” and “the version of
childhood presented by children’s literature may be accurate as a self-fulfilling
prophesy” (Nodelman 2008: 190). Children’s fiction has also been described as
“a chase or even a seduction” it does not reflect children’s desires, interests or
characteristics, but adult fantasies about childhood, ideals which child readers
are meant to identify with and emulate (Rose 1984: 2).

Darton defines children’s books as works seemingly produced “to give chil-
dren spontaneous pleasure, and not primarily to teach them” (in Nodelman
and Reimer 2003: 81), works which did not become widespread until about the
middle of the eighteenth century. Even those that take a religious-moral-social
tract are made to be entertaining to enhance their appeal (Pellowski 1980: 15).
At the same time, those that entertain must also be informative. In a devel-
oping country like the Philippines, for instance, it is a luxury to buy books
that are not educational (i.e., not used in school) and so publishers give chil-
dren’s books instructional features (Evasco 2011: 129). For Grenby (2014: 2),
children’s literature covers many forms which have been intended to entertain
children at least as much as to instruct them. That children’s literature must
be both amusing and instructional is grounded on views of education.

2.3.6 Cultural differences in the evolution of the concept
of childhood

It must be noted that the notion of childhood did not evolve in other parts of
the world in the same way as in the Western world. This strengthens the belief
that childhood is socially constructed. For example, according to Evasco (2011:
117), the representation of the child as a “miniature adult” is a contemporary
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concept in the Philippines, with the preponderance of modern-day problems
such as child labor and child prostitution. While Evasco does not discuss how
this influenced the production of children’s literature in the Philippines, there
are children’s books published in recent years that acknowledge and respond to
these societal issues such as the bilingual Karapat-Dapat: Bata, alamin ang 1y-
ong mga karapatan! (Child, Know Your Rights! 2018) which tackles the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child using child-friendly language.
Another reason why such conceptual development of childhood as a frame-
work for understanding the evolution of children’s literature should be treated
with caution is that, in contrast to what Ariés and Shavit identified in the
Western tradition, the delineation of concepts is not clear-cut in other cul-
tures, particularly in colonized nations. The view of childhood can be a blend
of multiple beliefs. For example, during the period of Spanish colonization in
the Philippines, which began in the 16th century and lasted until the late 19th
century, the Filipino child was represented not only as a “holy child, pure and
innocent in the mold of the cherubim and the Holy Infant Jesus” but also an
“evangelical child” who needs the guidance of the Catholic Church as seen in Ang
Bagong Robinson (The New Robinson, 1879), one of the first Filipino books for
children (Evasco 2011: 117). Likewise, the child is a Europeanized/urbanized
indio (native indigenous Filipino) as in Urbana at Felisa (1864) (117).
According to Evasco, the notion of the evangelical child and the Euro-
peanized /urbanized indio child continue to exist. The interpretation of the
child as an evangelical one affects how children are disciplined and treated as
“unfinished adult(s)” (117). On the other hand, the Europeanized/urbanized
indio child is conditioned by the education system and the mass media. As a
result, most Filipino children possess a colonial mentality and taste (118), for
instance, in how they regard skin color as a measure of beauty (e.g., a child
with darker skin can face insults from other children). Furthermore, the repre-
sentation of the child during the American colonization period until the present
day is a project of the public school system, a “little brown American” influ-
enced by Americanization and the miseducation of the child (117). The effects
of such Americanization are felt to this day. In the Philippines, both Filipino
and English enjoy official status as languages but English continues to carry
more prestige, used in formal environments as the medium of instruction in
schools and for economic and political activity. This could explain why bilin-
gual children’s books are popular in the country. For instance, while Tahanan
Books targets Filipino children in the diaspora for its bilingual books, Adarna
House releases bilingual editions mainly to reach Filipino children from the de-
mographic class A (upper to upper middle classes), composed of families with
higher educational attainment and greater access to English language usage.
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2.4 The status of children’s books

2.4.1 General views

As a category, children’s books generally occupy a lower status. Such a nega-
tive attitude towards children’s literature was already present as early as the
late nineteenth century when Henry James published The Future of the Novel
(1900). Remarking on the commercial success of writing for children as a sign of
declining standards, he writes that one can make a great fortune and reputation
from writing for “schoolboys” and the “published statistics are extraordinary.”
However, the taste shown in these publications is “but an obscure, confused, im-
mediate instinct” (in Hughes 1978: 546). Children’s books were excluded from
“serious literature”, those that were based on realism, and were classified under
popular literature, an “arbitrary categorization” (Hughes 1978: 550). The belief
that children cannot read serious novel became widespread among writers and
critics and implied that children needed unique books. Fantasy, characterized
by one or more imaginary elements such as a make-believe world, characters
with magic powers, or imaginary events (Stoodt, Amspaugh and Hunt 1996:
20), became a trademark of English children’s literature. Hughes (1978: 553-
555) explains the widespread prejudice against fantasy disseminated by E.M.
Forster’s 1927 lectures:

A consequence of the prejudice that fantasy is childish has been that
the writer of fantasy has been directed into writing for children no
matter how good he or she might be while the realistic writer has
had a choice and been encouraged to regard writing for adults as
more satisfying ... The fantasist has no option but to write for
children since “real” realism was impossible in a children’s book.
Thus, fantasy came to be understood as the opposite of seriousness,
and meant trivial or frivolous.

Editor Reka Simonsen states in an interview with the online magazine Pub-
lishers Weekly that “there’s still a lot of condescension toward children’s books
from the world at large and even from within the book industry”; there are
people “who don’t take [this|] entire category of books seriously” enough to
be bothered to know the difference between young adult and middle grade
(Maughan 2018). Nikolajeva (1996: 64-65) says that for many years, children’s
literature has been treated as non-culture — “the other” — similar to the crimi-
nal novel, romance and other “paraliterature.” This could be attributed to the
fact that children’s literature started to emerge after adult literature had been
well established. It was only in the mid-18th century when children’s books
became a distinct and independent “but subordinate branch of English liter-
ature” and only in the second half of the nineteenth century when children’s
book production grew (Shavit 1986: 3). Before this time, there were stories
about what children should read, or did read, stories that emerged from twin



28 Children’s Response to Humor in Translated Poetry

roots — comments on education from classical antiquity, and the Christian ed-
ucational practices of the church in the Middle Ages (Lesnik-Oberstein 1994:
37) — but not in their current form. Thus, although long considered worthy of
critical inquiry — for instance, with the signing of the Convention of the Rights
of the Child in 1989, children’s books became a legitimate and recognized form
in the academia in the Philippines (Evasco 2011: 114) — children’s literature
has not been given the same level of attention among scholars as adult liter-
ature (Mattson 2015: 4). Scholars of the novel “regard the category as part of
lower culture and reference it only to disparage the non-literary in this way
casually disregard children’s literature’s equivalent capacity to adult literature
for linguistic complexity, aesthetic sophistication, and thematic radicalism’ﬂ
(Mattson 2015: 5). This again points to the lower status of children’s literature
in the literary system.

2.4.2 Views of Philippine publishers

Personal interviews with local children’s publishers show that how one looks at
the status of children’s literature also tends to be subjective. For example, pub-
lishers believe that there have been improvements in how children’s literature
is viewed and accepted by society, boosting the genre’s image. Adarna House, a
leading children’s publisher in the Philippines, acknowledges that “there used to
be a stigma" (Garcia 2020, personal communication), especially with children’s
books being compared to comics in the early 2000. But children’s literature in
the Philippines is now better represented by institutions such as the Philippine
Board on Books for Young People and the National Book Development Board
which help put children’s literature in the mainstream by recognizing achieve-
ments in the genre. Similarly, there is healthy competition between children’s
book publishers “so the status is better than other forms of literature” (Gar-
cia 2020, personal communication). Tahanan Books, another leading children’s
publisher in the Philippines, admits that it is not aware of any negative im-
pression or attitude toward children’s literature because it has always received
good reviews and “that is all the validation that [it has] ever needed” (Ong
2020, personal communication). In addition, children’s literature is a growing
industry — one of the steadiest in book sales — as there will always be children
who need these books. In the end, it feels that how one looks at the status
of children’s literature “depends on the criteria one values.” The status that
Tahanan Books ascribes to children’s literature is influenced by its belief that
children’s literature is equally important as other genres. Ong explains: “Who

6De Mulder et. al. (2022) found that children who spend more time reading books also
report being more inclined to understand other people’s mental states (mentalizing) and
“take other people’s perspectives in their daily lives” (253). They also found that there is no
difference between eudaimonic (“sad, moving and beautiful”) and hedonic (“exciting, scary,
funny, happy and romantic”) books in their correlation to mentalizing (254). This suggests
that written narrative fiction for children can have significant effects on children in the way
they navigate the world which makes it just as important as narrative fiction for adults.
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will read adult fiction if they didn’t start reading as children? Children’s liter-
ature can provide the foundation for readers to read older and more complex
texts.” This healthy self-image of local children’s publishers, which translates
to a good conception of children’s literature in the Philippines, also reflects how
local children’s writers see themselves. According to Tahanan Books: “There is
this impression that children’s writers are failed writers for adults. But it’s a
very different skill set. It’s not like if you write for adults, you can write for
children. It’s very difficult to switch mindset” (Ong 2020, personal communica-
tion). There is some indication then that children’s literature in the Philippines
does not occupy a lower status than other genres from the perspective of local
publishers. Children’s publishers take pride in their achievements in producing
literature for young readers, particularly with today’s writers, researchers and
illustrators having a number of advantages over the writers, researchers and
illustrators of the past. Interviews with more publishers can validate whether
this holds for the greater part of the industry.

2.5 Proposing a new concept: role dualism

It is almost always the case that adults decide on the books that children read.
Such “duty”, if it might be called that, is validated by what can be termed
as “role dualism”, where a fusion of two roles occurs: that of the adult and
the child. First, adults believe that they can make choices on what children
should and could read because as adults, they know better than the “children
[who| are still in the process of learning how to become members of the adult
community they have been born into” (Nodelman and Reimer 2003: 97). Adult
involvement, in this case, is both a moral obligation and a social responsibil-
ity and, in the case of educators and librarians, even a professional duty. The
moral duty of adults toward children is to help and encourage them to develop
as rational and autonomous adults who can act in their best interests (Bai-
ley 2010: 33). Adults are also expected by some social standard (e.g., law) to
provide a supportive environment so that children can become responsible and
productive members of society. For instance, in Chapter 3 (Effect of Parental
Authority Upon the Persons of the Children), Article 220, number 4 of the
Family Code of the Philippines, it states that parents must provide their chil-
dren with “good and wholesome educational materials” and “supervise their
activities, recreation and association with others.” In the 2017 National Book
Development Board Reading Survey, children identified parents as the main
influence on their reading behavior (National Book Development Board 2018:
3).

At the same time, adults believe that they can judge what children would
like to read as they were once children themselves, and thus believe they can
assume the role of children. Indeed, when the managing editor of Tahanan
Books was asked by the author of this thesis how they ensure that the read-
ing interests of children are respected when they select stories to publish, she
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said that they “pretty much rely on their memories of how they were when
they were children” (Ong 2020, personal communication). The same is true for
many children’s writers, says writer and illustrator Jean Gralley: “Many writ-
ers write out of sentiment and nostalgia for childhood, a sanitized memory of
what it was like” (Haertsch 2019). Rose asserts that adults are frightened by
the real nature of childhood so to protect themselves, they construct images
of childhood that omit everything threatening (in Nodelman and Reimer 2003:
96). According to Adarna House, its bestselling books remain to be the classics
such as Ang Kamatis ni Peles (The Tomatoes of Peles 1985), one of its first
books to be published in the 1980s, since adults choose the books that they en-
joyed as children and pass them on to their children or students. Award-winning
Filipino-American children’s author Erin Entrada Kelly shares in an interview
that the main character in her book Maybe, Maybe, Marisol Rainey (2021) is
“basically [her] as a child” and that “a lot of her thoughts were [hers| at that
age” (Kelly 2020). In writing her books, she explains that she thinks about the
audience — a “very delicate age” for which one has to write in a “responsible
way”’ — and admits that she often thinks about herself and what she needed
when she was young, what she needed to hear or see, without being didactic
or patronizing.

Memory research explains how adults, by relying on memory or “the atten-
tive use of prior experience to guide current thought and behaviour” (Moyal-
Sharrock 2009: 226), can connect to this state of childhood, particularly to
the act of reading as a child. The concept of an episodic feeling of knowing,
or a recollection of a personal experience at a particular time and place, is
close to the concept of autonoetic (self-knowing) consciousness first proposed
by Tulving (1985). He defines it as “the kind of consciousness that mediates an
individual’s awareness of his or her existence and identity in subjective time
extending from the personal past through the present to the personal future”
(Tulving 1985: 1). In other words, it refers to the consciousness of the self in
subjective time—which can be roughly described as a feeling of mentally trav-
eling through time to reexperience an event—that is characteristic of episodic
memory. Waller (2017: 137) calls these concepts “re-memory work” and “re-
memorying” which can be applied to how we respond to texts. According to
Waller, these are vital elements of “an interpretative phenomenological method
of enquiry that acknowledges the lived experience of childhood reading as a
continuum, not ending with an initial encounter but enduring as the reader
ages” (in Deszcz-Tryhubezak et al. 2019: 4). Waller argues that even if we do
not reread a particular text as adults, we continue to respond to it for a long
time and as a result, “the full reading act is a diachronic process unbounded by
a single moment in time or even a single period of life” (in Deszcz-Tryhubczak
et al. 2019: 4). Waller also concludes that our childhood interactions with texts
become available as a result of “[t|he reconstructive power of memories of the
past”, wherein remembering is a creative act rather than a cognitive skill only
(in Deszcz-Tryhubczak et al. 2019: 4).

As mentioned, the adults’ role as gatekeeper to what children can and should
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read is justified by having experienced childhood themselves, a state which they
can access when needed. But Nikolajeva (2019), using cognitive poetics and
neuroscience, takes a different side and contends that “signs of childness’ﬂ are
lost in adults. This is because as we grow up, the left hemisphere of the brain
which is more rational, abstract, detailed and categorizing catches up with the
right hemisphere which is emotional, general and exploring and is more domi-
nant in infancy and childhood. Thus, adults and children have different ideas of
the world. Imagination is lost as one reaches adolescence to give way to other
cognitive activities such as prediction and decision-making (Nikolajeva 2019:
27). (However, what the research fails to explain is how “creatives” such as
authors and illustrators can still retain their imagination and create worlds of
their own.) She claims that adults will never be able to perceive the world as
they did when they were children because the brain keeps no memory of such
perception (Nikolajeva 2019: 29). Furthermore, she says that based on mem-
ory research, “the romanticised view of so-called authentic childhood memories,
whether idyllic or traumatic, becomes highly contestable”, that these memo-
ries “are not genuine recollections, but confabulations” and “to maintain that
children’s literature utilises a memory-based child perspective is an illusion”
(Nikolajeva 2019: 33). This section, which provides views on how adults hold
ideas of childhood, links to the argument made in Chapter 1 on whether adults
can truly give an authentic voice to children and their situations in children’s
literature.

2.6 Conclusions

This chapter shows that any attempt to produce an all-encompassing defi-
nition of children’s literature leads to a debate spanning educational theory,
book and literary history, cultural studies, philosophy and even psychology.
Although there are scholars who are up to the task of defining children’s liter-
ature, this chapter conveys that there are limitations in the present definitions
when characteristics, intended audience and content as well as the perspective
of industry actors are taken into account. The indicators used to define chil-
dren’s literature are also not stable. For example, while children’s texts are
generally more straightforward than those meant for adults, children’s books
today offer readers resources to explore challenging subjects that were thought
to be inappropriate for children in the past. Other evidence of this lack of
consistency is provided by the age limit for children’s literature which differs
depending on the publisher and award-giving body, thus raising the question of
when childhood begins and when it ends. This chapter mainly aims to demon-
strate the lack of children’s voice in a genre that is chiefly intended for them.
From the medieval period up until modern times, the concept of childhood and
its impact on texts intended for children have been shaped mainly by adult

7Childness for Hollindale (1997), as cited by Nikolajeva (2019: 24), includes “the child’s
awareness of being a child.”
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judgment. From conception to production and critique to recognition, it is al-
most always only the adults that are involved. Thus, this thesis aims to bring to
the fore the voices of childrerﬁ : what they like to read, how they want to read,
and how they regard children’s texts and their intended audience. This chapter
is particularly essential to the last question as it provides a point of comparison
between adults’ perception of children’s literature and what children actually
think of it. Tracing the evolution of the concept of childhood provides a basis
for analyzing whether these changing conceptions affect how children perceive
humorous materials. The discussion on cultural variation reveals that the cul-
tural factor is indispensable in analyzing literature and how readers respond
to it, as will be seen in the examination of the data in this study. Moreover,
although children’s literature occupies a lower status in many Western cultures,
this does not seem to be the case in the Philippines from the local publishers’
perspective. They possess a healthy self-image which influences how they view
children’s literature alongside other genres. Finally, a new concept formulated
by the researcher, “role dualism”, is offered to explain why adults get involved
in what children can and should read. This concept, which posits a fusion of
two roles, that of the adult and the child, can help account for why adults think
they must serve as gatekeepersﬂ of children’s literature. They believe that they
know better as adults which makes it their legal and moral obligation to guide
children in what they read. At the same time, having been children once, they
believe that they understand childhood and what children want.

8With regard to bringing the views of children into the discussion, there are favorable
developments in the Philippines that must be mentioned. Publishers employ different ways
to reach children directly, whether in the middle of the production process or at the end.
Adarna House consults children via “kid testing” during which the stories are read to them in
schools and the children share their opinions not only on the stories but also on the studies
of the illustrations. According to the publisher, this works because children notice details
that adults normally do not see. This is perhaps what Maurice Sendak calls the uniqueness
of childhood — “the uniqueness that makes us see what other people don’t see” (Sendak
2011: n.p.). Tahanan Books joined book festivals where a book that was not selling well in
bookstores because “parents did not know what to make of it” was snatched by mobs of young
boys — they knew exactly what it was. The publisher described the moment as “the book
finding its market.” A recent development in the Philippines in 2021 was the publication of
the first children’s book series published by Good Neighbors Philippines which was written
and illustrated by and for children and youngsters. Children: Our Voices and Innovators of
Development (or COVID Book, 2020) is a collection of 10 children’s books based on personal
experiences, creative imaginations, and observations during the height of quarantine.

9 According to Zafra (2023, personal communication), the adults’ role as gatekeepers of
children’s literature can also be explained culturally particularly in terms of tradition. For
example, during the Spanish colonial period, one of the most popular literary genres was
the manual de urbanidad or book of manners. The best example of this is the 19th-century
book Urbana at Felisa which specified what parents, especially mothers, ought to teach their
children. The book was very influential and prescribed by the Department of Education until
the mid-20th century.



CHAPTER 3

Translation of children’s literature in the Philippines

3.1 Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of the beginnings of children’s literature
translation in the Philippines vis-a-vis the changing roles of translation in the
country’s history. These changes relate to the location of translation in the
literary polysystem; translation can occupy either a central or peripheral po-
sition. The chapter then situates Even-Zohar’s polysystem theory within an
exploration of current directions and trends in children’s book publishing in
the Philippines. Specifically, the chapter illustrates how translated foreign chil-
dren’s books are positioned in a multilingual country. The gaps and opportu-
nities identified in the chapter are further validated by the responses given in
the poetry reading sessions which are presented in Chapter 7 on results.

3.2 Translated literature according to Even-
Zohar’s polysystem theory

According to Even-Zohar (2012: 162), it is imperative to study translated lit-
erature for two reasons. First, we are unaware of the “function of translated
literature for a literature as a whole or of its position within that literature.”
He mentions, for instance, how translated literature being imported to a coun-
try can influence the writings produced there. Second, we are unaware of the
“possible existence of translated literature as a particular literary system” (162).
Translated literature, he posits, “may possess a repertoire of its own”, which
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could even be exclusive to it (163).

To explain translated literature’s function and influence, Even-Zohar turns
to the idea of a polysystem. The concept of a system was first defined by
Tynyanov (1929 in Saldanha and Baker 2009: 197) as a “multi-layered struc-
ture of elements which relate to and interact with each other.” A polysystem
then is “a multiple system, a system of various systems which intersect with
each other and partly overlap, using concurrently different options, yet function-
ing as one structured whole, whose members are interdependent” (Even-Zohar
2005: 3). Even-Zohar considers translated literature as part of the polysystem
of a given literature. Under the lens of the polysystem theory, the literary sys-
tem is studied as part of a more extensive system that includes social, cultural
and historical systems, all with definite boundaries yet interrelated and inter-
dependent of each other such that changes in one system may impact on one or
more systems. This contradicts the prevailing idea during Even-Zohar’s time
that translation is not a system but merely a collection of individual works, “an
arbitrary group of translated texts” that can be studied in isolation and not
part of a system.

Translated literature exists as part of the polysystem of a given national
literature, because translation is not only a phenomenon with boundaries but
an activity that relates to cultural system (Even-Zohar 1990 in Shuttleworth
2000: 178). What is revolutionary in Even-Zohar’s theory is its assertion that
the literary polysystem is characterized by tension between the center and
periphery as different genres struggle to be in the center. In other words, even
translated texts affect or depend on each other. They correlate in the way
by which the target literature chooses works for translation which is connected
with the “home co-systems” of the target literature and prestige and dominance
are important elements in this process (Even-Zohar in Aveling 2005: 11). For
Even-Zohar then, translated literature is not only a system but an integral and
active system within any literary polysystem.

3.2.1 Translated literature in the central position

According to the polysystem theory, translated literature can occupy either a
central or a peripheral position. It occupies a central or primary position when
it is very influential in shaping the center of the polysystem, which includes lit-
erary and non-literary systems. That is, translated works are largely part of the
innovatory forces and likely to be identified with major events in literary his-
tory (Even-Zohar 2012: 163). There is no clear-cut distinction between original
and translated writings (163) and the leading writers often produce the most
popular translations. In this case, foreign works may also lead to new models
of reality, new poetic language or compositional patterns and techniques in
the home literature (163). For instance, translated crime fiction was used to
draw Catalans away from the dominant Spanish (Castillian) literary polysystem
(King 2017). King observes: “In making foreign crime fiction “theirs,” Catalan
translators were able to forge a literary language, which initially seemed artifi-
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cial, but which was later used by the writers to write their own fictions. Then
the translations became models for new writers whose original work began to
fill this “literary vacuum” in Catalan literature.”

What translated genres are normally part of the core can vary depending
on a particular time period. For example, according to Galileo S. Zafra (2023,
personal communication ), the polysystem theory can be applied to how long
narrative poems called awit and koridﬂ arrived in the Philippines and prolif-
erated in the 19th century. These can be considered translations in the form of
adaptations. Zafra explains that the awit and korido became prevalent when
the middle class in the Philippines sought a new literary experience and the
number of private printing presses in the country grew. Before the 19th century
and the spread of the awit and korido, only religious literature existed with the
printing presses controlled by the church. For Zafra, this information can be
viewed using the polysytem theory particularly in how the literary system is
affected by the political, economic and cultural systems. Zafra states that the
high status of the awit and korido influenced the succeeding literary produc-
tion, such as in the way the nation was portrayed. This is evident, for example,
in Florante at Laura (1838) and Orosman at Zafira (1857-1860). Before the
awit and korido became dominant written texts, only events with a spiritual
dimension were depicted in literature. Zafra adds that the predominance of the
awit and korido strengthened the tradition of narrative poetry in the Philip-
pines, although this is also seen in the pasyon as well as in the epics which are
transmitted through oral tradition and not through writing.

Some scholars have looked at “canonical” Philippine literature which forms
the core texts. For example, during the American colonial regime in the 1900s
which followed the Spanish occupation that lasted over three centuries, the
English literature and humanities was largely Anglo-American, even with the
Filipinos’ low proficiency in English during the early years (Reyes 2014: 20).
This changed by the third decade of the American occupation when Filipinos
started to attend the university in the Philippines and abroad, thus developing
their competence in English. As a result, “writers and critics who had been
trained formally in the Anglo-American literary and critical modes” were pro-
duced. According to Reyes (2014: 20), this generation of “modernist” writers
would later constitute the canon of Philippine Literature. Reyes (2014: 31) adds
that in terms of craftmanship, there was the “shift from medieval metrical ro-
mances in drama and the novel that had dominated under the Spanish colonial
era to the “realism” and experimentation of the modern genres, or the shift
from the conventions of rhyme and meter of Balagtasismo to the free verse of
Alejandro G. Abadilla.” Meanwhile, Ortuno Casanova (2014) offers an insight
into “canonical” Philippine Literature in Spanish. She identifies two generations
of Filipino writers in Spanish, forming the canon: one born during the Span-
ish period and the other born during the American occupation, which is why

10The awit and korido are Philippine metrical romances. The awit is set in dodecasyllabic
quatrains while the korido is in octosyllabic quatrains (eight syllables called hakira). These
secular poetries started during the Spanish period.
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“parts of their works tackle different topics.” With the first, writing in Spanish
had a “revolutionary intention” while with the latter, it was “characterized by
a patriotic conservatism and nostalgia for the past” (70). She adds that the
current literary canon is determined more by “political and patriotic prestige”
than literary prestige (58). Furthermore, she says that no peripheral groups
put pressure on the central system, resulting in a “fossilized” Philippine lit-
erary system. She attributes the absence of peripheral groups to the gradual
replacement of Spanish by the native languages and English which “heavily
impeded the cultural progress in Spanish” (74).

3.2.2 Translated literature in the peripheral position

Translated literature occupies a peripheral position when it does not influence
major processes and “is modelled according to norms already conventionally
established by an already dominant type in the target literature” (Even-Zohar
2012: 165). Translated literature then becomes “a major factor of conservatism”
which does not maintain “positive correlations with original writing” (165). Ac-
cording to Even-Zohar, this is the normal position assumed by translated liter-
ature although he stresses that it is not static. For example, in the Philippines,
the novel was peripheral to the short story in the first decade of the 20th cen-
tury (Zafra 2023, personal communication). Zafra attributes this to the fact
that with the short story, one writes with brevity in mind and hence it can
be written quickly. Furthermore, it gave Filipinos a quick and easy read that
they liked. However, what is in the periphery at a particular time can change
along with changes in social, economic and literary activities. For example, al-
though the first decade of the 20th century was dominated by the short story,
the novel became more popular in the succeeding decades in the Philippines,
particularly in serial form. According to Zafra (2023, personal communication),
this is connected to the spread of commercial printing presses and the popu-
larity of commercial magazines. Readers were also excited to follow the story
that was delivered in installments. Novels became even more influential in the
following decades as they were adapted into films.

3.3 The beginnings of translated children’s liter-
ature in the Philippines

In the precolonial Philippines, translation mainly served an economic purpose:
translation happened in trade sites via the interaction between the natives and
foreign merchants and was used to carry out trade between or among different
speech communities. At this time, children already enjoyed listening to folk
tales, myths and legends. Epics that are sung as well as folk songs, one of the

1 Main source: Almario 2010. The historical background of translation was also based on
a lecture by Dr. Corazon Villareal of the University of the Philippines given in June 2017.
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earliest forms of Philippine literature, entertained both adults and children.
There was no distinction then between the story for the child and the story for
the adult (Paterno 1984: 10).

During the first part of the Spanish colonial period in the Philippines which
began in 1521, literature was mainly in translation and came in the form of
novels, manuals of conduct and hymns that were used to convert the natives of
the archipelago to the Catholic Christian faith. The Spanish brought these reli-
gious texts to the Philippines from Mexico through the galleon trade. In 1603,
the king of Spain issued a decree requiring every missionary in the Philip-
pines to have the “necessary competency, and know the language of the indios
whom he should instruct” (Rafael 1992: 19). By learning the vernacular lan-
guages (Rodriguez 2013) and translating religious instructional materials from
Spanish (i.e., Castilian) into Tagalog, the most widely studied language in the
Philippines (Rafael 1992: 26), the missionaries ensured that the natives could
be kept under Spanish control. Thus, translated literature was in the periphery.

During the second part of Spanish colonial rule in the 18th century, transla-
tors became agents of new systems and innovations toward emerging nationalist
aspirations. Translated literature entered a new phase and became innovative,
releasing Filipinos from mere imitation to artistic creativity. This period also
saw the rise in original writing by Filipinos who wrote mainly in Spanish about
the colonial Philippines — its social, cultural and economic conditions — and
Tagalog. The translation of nationalistic works grew in the 1800s together with
increasing discontent with the Spanish rule (Cultural Center of the Philippines
1994). Hence, translated literature moved toward a more central position.

It was during this period that children’s literature in the Philippines was
formalized, that is to say, its existence was recognized. José Rizal, who would
later become the national hero of the Philippines, wrote a retelling of “The
Monkey and the Turtle” and illustrated it while in Paris sometime in 1885. He
titled it “Carole Tagalog: Le singe et la tortue.” “The Monkey and the Turtle”
is considered the first Filipino folktale for children although its original author
is unknown. In 1889, Rizal published “Two Eastern Fables”, an article written
in English, in Trubner’s Oriental Record (a journal devoted to the literature of
the East) in London. In the article, Rizal compared the “The Monkey and the
Turtle” with “The Battle of the Monkey and the Crab” (Limos 2020), a fable
from Japan. He argued that both tales were likely to have originated from
Sumatra (Indonesia) or Mindanao (Philippines). This was the first time that a
children’s story from the Philippines had been published.

Rizal played a vital role in the history of translated children’s literature
in the Philippines. Three years before he published “Two Eastern Fables”, he
translated five fairy tales by Hans Christian Andersen from German into Taga-
log while he was in Germany in 1886. He sent these as a Christmas present to
his niece and nephews in the Philippines that year. Until this time, and despite
the massive translations undertaken during the Spanish period, no translation
of children’s literature into Tagalog had been recorded (Almario 2010: 211).
The short compilation of fairy tales was called Limang Salita na Ysinalin sa
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Tagalog (Five Words Translated into Tagalog). It included five stories accom-
panied by illustrations: “The Fir Tree” (Ang Punu ng Pino), “Thumbelina” (Si
Gahinlalaki), “The Ugly Duckling” (Ang Pangit na Sisiu ng Pato), “The An-
gel” (Ang Sugu) and “The Little Matchgirl” (Ang Batang Babaing Mai Dalang
Sakafuego). Rizal hoped that the stories in “our sweet language” could aid in
the “enrichment” (“ang ikagagaling ninio”) of his niece and nephews whom he
considers “in need of suitable readings” (Alamario 2010: 78). Rizal also hoped
that the children could memorize these so that they “have something to nar-
rate to [their] fellow children” (“mai maisasalita kayo sa iniong mga kaibigang
kapua bata”). This had implications on what was considered “suitable reading
material” for children at that time. According to Almario, Rizal lamented on
other occasions how Filipino children’s reading practices were limited to what
was available, namely metrical romance and prayerbooks, which led to “public
addiction” to religiosity and old tradition. It is also important to note that
three of the five tales “have sad endings, one even alluding to death and the
promise of an afterlife” (Ocampo 2018: 61). According to Ocampo (2018: 63),
“Rizal’s views on children are not well known, and has not been studied fully.”
But the Andersen stories he chose to translate make it clear that he viewed
children not as delicate beings who cannot understand difficult situations such
as death but as individuals who are ready for a discussion of complex themes.

Rizal’s translation of the five children’s tales opened up a new direction:
translating a foreign text into Filipino that was not used for Christian indoc-
trination (Almario 2010: 211). His aim was the exact opposite of the goals of
translation during the Spanish period. He wanted his nephews and niece to be
able to read what children in Europe knew (“upan ding mabasa ang mga natata-
los ng ibang manga bata sa Europa”). Almario observes that Rizal’s translation
was exceptionally faithful to the original, finding strict equivalence, even with
culture-specific terms, between the source and target languages (39). Rizal’s
translation of Andersen also reveals his vision for Filipino childhood. Accord-
ing to Gutierrez (2018: 38), “...through translation, Rizal expresses a desire
to “write” the Filipino child; that is, for textual representations of childhood
mirror children’s minds and spirits in one of the languages of the motherland.”
But Rizal’s aim for the translation of children’s stories into Filipino toward the
end of the 19th century went beyond his deep concern about the accessibility
of good reading materials for Filipino children. It was also “an exercise toward
the improvement of Tagalog orthography, or the standard spelling system of
the language” (27). He desired to simplify Tagalog to make reading easier for
children to read and understand. Rizal made sure that even sound effects and
animal noises could be understood by Filipino children by using, for exam-
ple, “kuirrebirrebit” for “tweet tweet” and “aapp rapp” for “quack quack” (39).
Gutierrez (2018) writes: “Rizal’s choice to remain close to the personal style of
Andersen (albeit as it was presented in the German version) involves his own
experimentation with Tagalog...” Rizal may be known for his writings that
awakened Philippine nationalism but one of his more important legacies is his
contribution to the way Filipinos write and read Filipino words.
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3.4 Modern trends in translated children’s liter-
ature in the Philippines

3.4.1 English-language books as more dominant

The aims of translating children’s literature in the Philippines have changed
tremendously since Rizal first translated Andersen’s stories for children in the
19th century. In a multilingual nation such as the Philippines, where many
children are at least bilingual (knowing Filipino as well as English, with the
Philippines having been colonized by the United States for nearly 50 years), im-
ported books in English occupy a dominant position in the system of children’s
literature. Many parents, especially the educated ones, are victims of “misedu-
cation” as Renato Constantino describes it, and part of the Americans’ colonial
legacy is the intense love for English (Almario 2010: 42) which influences what
books parents choose for their children or what they encourage them to read. In
a 2017 survey, roughly 72% of the children identified their parents as influential
to their reading, with teachers as most influential to only 24% (National Book
Development Board 2018: 52). In fact, in the October 2021 bestsellers list for
children’s literature of local bookseller National Book Store, all of the ranked
books were in English, among them: Percy Jackson and the Olympians (2009),
The Little Prince (originally published in French in 1943), A Wrinkle in Time
(1962), A Girl Named Helen (2018), Charlotte’s Web (1952), Frindle (1996),
and Number the Stars (1989). Unlike adult literature, for which the bookstore
had a separate list of bestselling adult fiction in English and another list of
bestselling “Philippine publications” (referring to Filipino-authored books in
either English or Filipino), the sales of Filipino-language books for children
had not been enough to merit their own list.

3.4.2 English-language books translated into Filipino

Of course, it could be the case that Filipino translations of popular children’s
titles are rare in bookstores. It is also likely that they are no longer in cir-
culation. A good illustration here is the Filipino edition of Harry Potter and
the Sorcerer’s Stone (originally published in English in 1997), which bears the
same English title and was released by Lampara Books in 2013 at the Manila
International Book Fair. From the initial printing of 3,000 copies, 500 copies
were immediately sold during the two days it was available at the fair (De Vera
2013). However, three years ago, copies of the Filipino edition could no longer
be found at National Book Store as they had been phased out, according to
the sales staff. Neither could it be searched for and purchased on the website
of its publisher, Lampara Books, nor from other online sites such as Amazon.
That the Filipino edition was not reprinted could point to a lack of interest in
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the translated Versiorﬂ . The original Harry Potter books in English, however,
remain accessible in print format from local bookstores. The same is true for
Charlotte’s Web which has a Filipino edition published by Lampara Books in
2014. This version is also not available anymore in bookstores unlike the En-
glish edition. Interestingly, the Filipino edition has the title “Charlotte’s Web”
in large, boldface letters on the cover with the Filipino translation “Sapot ni
Charlotte” underneath it in tiny, thin letters that can easily be missed. Ang
Higanteng Maramot (The Selfish Giant), Anvil Publishing’s Filipino edition
of The Happy Prince and Other Tales (published in 1888) by Oscar Wilde, is
still in stock on the publisher’s website but not in the online stores of local
bookstores.

While children’s publishers in other countries such as the UK also complain
that translations do not sell well (Lathey 2020: 46), the position of translated
Filipino children’s literature in the Philippines presents a fascinating case fol-
lowing the polysystem framework. Although Filipino is the national language,
it competes with the more prominent and prestigious language English in the
system when it comes to children’s books. The competition is a product of
the positioning of English as the language of education (i.e., taught at a very
young age in schools), political discourse and scientific research in the country,
which gives it a tremendous amount of prestige. In the 2017 Readership Survey
commissioned by the National Book Development Board, it was found that
79.2% of Filipino children and young readers read books authored by Filipinos
and by foreigners. Only 16.2% reported reading only Filipino-authored books
while 4.6% said they read only foreign-authored books. Although this appears
promising insofar as strengthening the position of Filipino as the national lan-
guage, it is unclear from the data whether the Filipino-authored books referred
to by the respondents are in Filipino, as many Filipino writers also publish
in English. What is clear, however, is that foreign children’s literature trans-
lated into Filipino occupies a secondary position, not because English-language
books are better but perhaps mainly because there is little need to translate
into Filipino what children could already understand in a foreign language,
namely EnglishE As Van Coillie (2020: 143) writes: “Rita Ghesquiere discov-
ered that school libraries in the Philippines are brimming with American and
British books, including authors like Dixon and Blyton, and the Nancy Drew

I2Future studies can also explore whether the cost of translation rights is likewise a factor
for the non-reprinting of Filipino translations of foreign titles (Zafra 2023, personal commu-
nication).

13Despite the minority of Filipino-translated children’s books in the Philippines, a healthy
community of publishers producing children’s literature in Filipino exists. In 2020 alone, the
international organization Room to Read which promotes reading among young children
partnered with four major Philippine publishing houses — Adarna House, Anvil Publishing,
Lampara Books and OMF-Hiyas Publishing — to release 20 Filipino books by Filipino chil-
dren’s writers and illustrators. According to Room to Read’s CEO Geetha Murali, “Children’s
love of books develops faster when they can read in their local language and see characters
they can relate to. That’s why it’s critical that we forge and strengthen local children’s book
publishing industries and demonstrate their sustainability. Without them we cannot spread
the joy of reading and learning.” (Villano 2020: n.p.)
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series. Teachers had difficulty naming Filipino young adult authors.”

3.4.3 Priority given to translating local texts

The translation of children’s literature in the Philippines also appears to have
gone in a different direction. It seems that the translation of foreign works
into Filipino has been overtaken by more local texts being translated. Fil-
ipino writers are producing original writings in Filipino or English which are
then translated into English or Filipino, respectively. Of course, some children’s
publishing houses still release bilingual books from stories written by foreign
authors. For instance, Tahanan Books recently acquired the Filipino rights to
what was titled in Filipino as Keyk Paakyat ng Langit (A Cake Reaching to the
Sky, 2017), a delightful yet bittersweet book by a Japanese illustrator about a
boy who follows his grandmother into heaven. Tahanan Books is also known
for its Greek mythology series retold in English and translated into Filipino.
Adarna House’s Aklat ng Salin (Book of Translation) features books chosen
from international book fairs such as the Bologna Book Fair and Frankfurt
Book Fair which have been translated into Filipino. Adarna House buys the
rights to stories that have not been read by Filipino children but that it feels
are important for Filipino children to read because they speak of their own ex-
periences. An example of a book published under Aklat ng Salin is Si Agni at
ang Ulan (2019, originally published in Spanish as Agni Y La Liuvia in 2017)
about a child in Mumbai who works as a laundry girl but who has a deep desire
to go to school amid extreme poverty. This story hits some Filipino children
close to home since the cost of education prevents some children from going to
school™ . But most of Adarna House’s books are stories translated from Fil-
ipino into English. It gives preference to submissions in Filipino that promote
Filipino cultur The same is true for Tahanan Books whose bilingual titles
are by and large original stories by Filipino authors and illustrators and whose
Filipino-authored bilingual books are mostly translations from English into Fil-
ipino. Although it is open to acquiring more foreign titles, it focuses more on
developing local writers and artists. This will always be their main drive, to
work with local talent and create world-class publications that “shine a lantern
on Philippine culture and heritage’m CANVAS (Center for Art, New Ventures
and Sustainable Development), an organization that promotes children’s liter-
acy, also publishes bilingual picture books written by Filipino authors and these

14 According to 2017 Philippine Statistics Authority data, 83.1% of Filipinos were out of
school of which 5.7% were 6 to 11 years old. The most common reasons for not attending
school were marriage or family matters, lack of personal interest and high cost of education
or financial concerns.

15While the greater majority of its books are translated from Filipino into English as it
looks “by default” for Filipino submissions, it is also open to English submissions.

16To address cultural inclusivity, Tahanan Books produced a series of picture books on
folktales from underrepresented cultural groups in the Philippines. The result was a set of
books with what they describe as “well-researched culturally sensitive drawings and storylines
that celebrate a particular culture in a respectful, thoughtful way.”



42 Children’s Response to Humor in Translated Poetry

are free to download from its website. In the case of CANVAS, there seems to
be an equal push to publish translations in English and Filipino: of the 17
bilingual titles currently available from its website, nine have been translated
from Filipino into English while eight have been translated from English into
Filipino.

3.4.4 More local bilingual books

Bilingual picture books then have become the most conspicuous pieces of trans-
lated children’s literature in the Philippines. This trend started in 1995 when
Adarna House, the first Philippine children’s book publisher, pioneered the pro-
duction of bilingual (Filipino-English) books for Filipino children. They saw the
need for high-income families who are English speakers to appreciate children’s
literature written by Filipinos for Filipinos. Thus, three of the first six bilin-
gual books they published were based on Philippine myths. For Adarna House,
by default, if there is enough space in a picture book, then the story will be
translated. Although Adarna House sells its bilingual books mainly within the
Philippines (they have no overseas distribution networks), its experience try-
ing to enter the international market for Filipino-Americans a few years ago
indicates that parents see the value of their children reading books in Filipino.

Tahanan Books, also a major player in the production of books in bilingual
format, considers it a commitment to publish bilingual books that celebrate
Filipino culture. Similar to Adarna House, every book they take on automati-
cally goes through what they call the bilingual litmus test. When accepting a
manuscript, they first ask themselves how the story can work well bilingually.
But it does not have to be only Filipino and English; Tahanan Books likewise
published children’s books on Cebuano, Ifugao and Maguindanaon folk songs
with English and other Philippine languages appearing side by side. Bahay
Kubo (Nipa Hut, 1993) is one of their most successful books and has been
translated into several regional languages. But unlike Adarna House, its prod-
ucts are marketed in the United States to an affluent niche of Filipino-American
and Filipino-Canadian parents who grew up not knowing Filipino but who now
want to teach their young children the language they “lost” and the heritage
they realize is worth keeping.

The contributions of Lampara Books to this thriving community are also
worth mentioning. Although known for some 50 books of Filipino-English re-
tellings of classic and modern Philippine legends and the tales of the Philippine
folklore character Juan Tamad, it is also the publisher of original writings for
children, among which are the Lampara Prize for Children’s Literature sto-
ries (18 books in all), the six-book Carancal: Ang Bayaning Isang Dangkal
(2002) series about the adventures of a Filipino hero who is “as tall as the
span of a hand” and the didactic-oriented Mga Kwento ni Lolo Uban (Grand-
father Uban’s Stories, 2019) series, all published in two languages — Filipino
and English — to “reach a greater number of readers in the Philippines and
other parts of the world.” It appears that Lampara Books created Lolo Uban
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(“uban” means “silver hair”) to stand as the male counterpart of Lola Basyang,
the Philippines’ version of Mother Goose and the eponymous character of
the widely-known anthology of short stories Mga Kuwento ni Lola Basyang
(Grandmother Basyang’s Stories, originally published in 1925 and published
by Tahanan Books in 2013). Each night after supper, Lola Basyang tells sto-
ries to her grandchildren, “the archetypal grandmother storyteller who weaves
threads of ethnic and Western narratives into a tapestry that reveals the Fil-
ipino human experience’ﬂ (Gutierrez 2009: 165). Tahanan Books published the
best stories from the collection of over 400 stories as picture books in original
English in 1998. Much later, in 2017, Anvil Publishing released 12 of these con-
taining parallel Filipino and English texts for young readers. Another publisher
of bilingual picture books in the Philippines is HIYAS, OMFTI Literature’s im-
print for children’s books. Its products include the 22-book series Mga Kwento
ni Tito Dok (Uncle Doc’s Stories, 2001-2018) in English with parallel Filipino
text and the 14-book Oh Mateo! series (2016) with English text and Filipino
translation. The accessibility of bilingual books for children is one way of pro-
moting literacy in the Philippines as a multilingual nation. In India, another
multilingual country, publishers of bilingual books remain few (Kulkarni 2021).
However, English book publishing is a booming trade in India because English
is the largest of more than a dozen publishing languages there.

Nevertheless, one major limitation in the system is that by the age of 9,
Filipino children do not have the same degree of exposure to local children’s
literature in bilingual format since most local books in circulation are picture
books that target children in the 3-8 age range. That is not to say that there
are no books for older children; local publishers have released various longer
works of fiction and story compilations for more fluent readers. For example,
Lampara Books’ Moymoy Lulumboy series (from 2014) and Adarna House’s
National Book Award and National Children’s Book Award winner Janus Silang
series (from 2014) are said to be the Philippines’ answer to Harry Potter; Anvil
Publishing has novellas for children with English and Filipino editions; and
Tahanan Books’ award-winning Great Lives Series (2020) on the life histories
of Philippine heroes are for readers aged 8 and up. Tahanan Books also says that
it is open to the possibility of developing young adult novels and chapter books
but “it is just a matter of finding the right manuscript” (Ong 2020, personal
communication). Still, there are more bilingual picture books in circulation than
books for older children in two languages perhaps because longer works require
more time to create, from conceptualization to writing and from translating
and editing to actual publicationE

17Severino Reyes, the father of Philippine fairy tales and creator of Lola Basyang, “appro-
priated Western fairy tale story motifs and things and recreated them by grounding them on
Philippine names, places and traditions” (Gutierrez 2009: 161).

18Based on the results of the poetry reading sessions, there is a market for bilingual books
for children older than 8 years as some of the participants brought up the difficulty of finding
Filipino books for their age. Bilingual books in English and Filipino are excellent materials
for children who would want to read in Filipino but are more fluent in English.
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3.5 The role of publishers

3.5.1 Translation as a promotor of native culture

It can be seen then that in the Philippines, local children’s publishers play a
principal mediating role in producing of translated children’s literature. That
is to say, they primarily decide what stories will be translated and which stories
will not be translated@ As “cultural producers”, borrowing Bourdieu’s term,
their chief drive is a strong Filipino spirit: bilingual books are published with
Filipino children in mind, what would help them form their identity and deal
with extraordinary and everyday situations in childhood. The production of
bilingual editions in the Philippines, therefore, balances out the high circula-
tion of English-language books written by foreign authors about foreign cultures
(even fantasy-rich worlds are based on some elements of past and present cul-
tures). Moreover, as producers of original and translated texts in English that
highlight local culture, the “very young but robust” (Gutierrez 2017) children’s
publishing industry in the Philippines can reach non-Filipino readers toward
a more multicultural and inclusive children’s book landscape where Filipino
children and their culture are visible. These bilingual books reflect cultural val-
ues thus providing readers, whether children or adults, with a deeper cultural
understanding. According to Daly, dual language books, which include bilin-
gual picture books, help readers learn a language and about a language (Short
and Daly 2020) without losing their cultural and language identities (in Ramos
2020). In their study, they found that the order of the reading languages is
significant (Short and Daly 2020). Some participants in their study wondered
“how speakers with English not as their first language would feel when reading
bilingual books that seem to prioritize English” while others noted that if one
is reading an English text first and English is his or her first language, then the
tendency is for the reader to “gravitate towards that and may not read all of the
[non-English| text.” Bilingual books from the Philippines are translated from
English into Filipino and from Filipino into English and these language presen-
tations provide choices for readers and reduce the likelihood of one language
being set aside.

3.5.2 Positioning in the publishing industry

Furthermore, what gets translated and what does not is an indication of posi-
tionality. According to Bourdieu, cultural production is a question of position-
taking and dispositions — “one is inevitably disposed... towards some cultural
forms and practices and not others” (Gelder 2004: 19). Such position-taking
is influenced by what cultural producers can accumulate in the cultural field.

19T his practice is also evident in other countries. In Poland, for example, small independent
publishing houses collectively referred to as “Lilliputians” choose the most exciting titles for
Polish readers from the artistic point of view than the literary one. This determines the East
Asian translations of children’s books in Poland (Paprocka and Biernacka-Licznar 2020).
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Bourdieu enumerates three kinds of capital that they could gain: economic
capital (money), symbolic capital (peer recognition and prestige) and cultural
capital (“the accumulation of cultural knowledge, the amount of knowledge one
has about an aspect of the cultural field”) (Gelder 2004: 91). Tahanan Books
expresses that “most of the time, the rewards you get from writing and publish-
ing children’s books are more spiritual or psychological, the feeling that you've
given back.” Nevertheless, although symbolic capital and cultural capital are
great motivators, children’s publishers sustain their production with economic
capital first and foremost. For instance, when asked why it was not translating
poetry, Adarna House said that “it was a marketing decision.” It has done so for
Paano Kumain ng Kulay (How to Eat Colors, 2018), a verse picture book that
teaches children to eat vegetables, but all in all the output has been “thin” be-
cause “the market has no appreciation yet for poetry.” Despite this, it released
the novel verse picture book May Darating na Trak Bukas (A Truck Will Come
Tomorrow) in Filipino in 2013 which became a finalist in the 2014 Philippine
National Children’s Book Awards (Kids’ Choice) — an example of symbolic cap-
ital gained. It could translate its children’s poetry collection Buwan, Buwang
Bulawan (Moon, Mad, Gold, 2009), it says, but there are page limitations and
“the reality is that it is not sellable.” This is an important consideration these
days when print books compete with non-reading sources of information and
entertainment offered by increasing technology solutions (Intellectual Property
Office of the Philippines 2020: n.p.). As a result, sales of print books and return
on investment are relatively slow (Intellectual Property Office of the Philippines
2020, n.p.). In terms of positioning strategy, Adarna House targets readers from
middle-income families since “foreign titles are marketed to readers from high-
income families.” Even-Zohar (1978: 19) posits that the price of literature is “a
symptom of status”, that is to say, the more expensive it is, the more central its
position in the polysystem. This seems to be valid for foreign children’s books
which are generally more durable in format and priced higher, in other words,
more “valued” than local children’s books. But pricing could also be linked to
marketing decisions — what paper and cover to use, for example — as in the case
of Adarna House which offers “one of the cheapest picture books at 99 pesos”
(roughly 1.75 euros) to be competitive. Tahanan Books’ publishing decisions
are primarily market-driven, too, stating that “now the market is for bilingual
books because there is an equal stress on learning English but not letting go of
Filipino.” It adds: “But translating our books into other Philippine languages
is rare. It’s only when there’s a special order that we can do that.” Tahanan
Books describes the financial risk in children’s book production:

Producing the books is not difficult because we have many talented
authors, translators, artists and book designers in the Philippines.
But publishing is a gamble and we can’t tell which books will sell
well and which would end up languishing in our warehouse. Good
books are costly and time-consuming to produce. These books took
almost a year to develop, just getting the illustrations and doing
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the research right, going back and forth with cultural consultants.
Because we spend so much time developing each book, we have to
be very selective about what we pick. That’s a particular challenge
here. It’s a matter of resources.

Segundo Matias Jr., the founder of Lampara Books, admits that the decision
to translate is “a thoroughly commercial concern.” He adds: “For me to consider
translating a book, it must have sold well and made money. Otherwise, why do
it?” (De Vera 2014: n.p.). Lampara Books published the Filipino translation of
Charlotte’s Web, which made it to the final round in the translation category of
the 2015 Philippine National Book Awards. This exhibits that economic capital
and symbolic capital are not mutually exclusive.

Positioning is likewise evident in how publishers negotiate the translation
of works with foreign publishers — who is in charge of it and how far the
translation can go. Adarna House, for example, says that “it is in the rules of the
[foreign| publisher whether you can contextualize [the story] in Filipino” but its
approach is always to retain the foreignness because “Filipino children can grasp
foreign concepts” such as snow. Illustrations can also change in the process of
buying rights and translation. There was one occasion when Adarna House
had to request the publisher to redraw the pictures in the book for aesthetic or
artistic value (from only black and white to colored ones that make for “a more
cheerful artwork”) as well as for cultural value. In the original illustrations,
the child protagonist was shown as having European features and although
Adarna House did not intend to depict the child in the story as Filipino, they
wanted the child to look more or less Asian in the translated edition. Tahanan
Books experienced being on the other side in the international sale of rights.
It explains: “We try not to be restrictive to what the publisher can and cannot
do. When they buy the rights, they have the right to adapt the book to suit
their market. If they change the names, that’s okay. If there are certain cultural
differences that their readership will not understand, they can also change that.
If we are informed of the changes, that would be nice.” But it also understands
that publishers produce for their own readership and they know what is best
for the children for whom they publish.

3.6 Shavit’s two principles in the translation of
children’s literature

Zohar Shavit, who was among the first to apply the polysystem theory to chil-
dren’s literature (Van Coillie and McMartin 2020: 17), asserts that children’s
literature occupies a peripheral position in the polysystem (Shavit 1981: 171).
This observation is particularly evident in the way children’s literature is greatly
manipulated and adapted when translated to fit the children’s literary system,
specifically with “texts which [have been| transformed from adult to children’s
literature or with texts which belong both to the adult and children’s system
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at the same time” (Shavit 1981: 171). According to Shavit, such liberties are
dictated by two principles: the translator “(1) adjusts the text in order to make
it appropriate and useful for the child, in accordance with what society thinks
is “good for the child” or (2) adjusts the plot, characterization and language to
the child’s level of comprehension and his reading abilities” (172). Shavit notes
that although there is still a widespread tendency to translate based on the first
principle (thereby producing didactic children’s literature), the second princi-
ple has become more dominant. For instance, the need to simplify the text can
be seen in the translations of Alice in Wonderland. While Carroll intended to
blur the lines between reality and imagination in the original, the translations
gravitate towards a clear distinction between “reality” and “fantasy” as “such
a presentation of reality did not exist in children’s literature (it only became
fashionable in adult literature with the anti-naturalist schools at the end of
the 19th century)” (176). Francisca Folch (2020) also notes how the homoeroti-
cism in Wilde’s The Happy Prince (1888) was lost in translation for the Latin
American readers particularly children and questions whether the erasure of
queerness is a conscious decision or “just plain ignorance.”

3.6.1 Translator’s decisions

In the case of Filipino translations of popular foreign English-language chil-
dren’s books, the second principle applies but has a different meaning. The
language, which becomes the foremost consideration in the translation, is han-
dled in a way that makes the text easily understandable for Filipino children.
The process entails retaining the original foreign words, not because of the lack
of equivalence but because the Filipino equivalents would not do the original
story justice. The considerations and decisions of Becky Bravo, Adarna House
and Eugene Evasco in translating children’s books will be given as examples.
With the Harry Potter Filipino edition, the translator, Becky Bravo, opted
to retain “the names of characters, names of spells and quite a number of English
terms used in the original” (De Vera 2013: n.p.). Bravo (in De Vera 2013:
n.p.) clarifies: “It would never do to refer to Harry and Ron as ‘mangkukulam’
[wizard] or to Hermione as a ‘bruha’ [witch| (brackets mine).” For this reason,
“witch” and “wizard” were kept in the translation. Her decision was possible
because the concepts and terms exist in the receiving literary system. Even the
title of the book, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, was left unchanged
because Bravo “did not want either “Si Harry Potter at ang Sorcerer’s Stone”
or “Si Harry Potter at ang Bato ng Mangkukulam.” However, Harry as “the
boy who lived” was called “ang batang nabuhay” and “He-Who-Must-Not-Be
Named” became “Alam-Mo-Na-Kung-Sino” (You-Know-Who) instead of the
literal “Ang-Di-Dapat-Pangalanan.” It is evident how much power lies in the
hands of the translator who determines what works and what does not in the
target text. But editors can be just as influential in deciding the output of
the translation process. For Bravo (in De Vera 2013, n.p.), it was important
not to change the tone of Rowling’s original text. “If Rowling could write in
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Filipino, how would she translate her own words in ‘Sorcerer’s Stone?”’” she
asks. Tone can be challenging, as Adarna House experienced in translating a
Spanish children’s book. Because it aims to get as close as possible to a literal
translation, the result of translating from Spanish, which is formal in tone,
into Filipino is a text that is too formal to be authentic, unused in ordinary
settings and unrelatable for children. (For Adarna House, literal translation
and faithfulness to the original text and form are of utmost importance.) It is
a “conscious decision” then to “contextualize” the source language’s formality
in line with the target reader.

Eugene Evasco, a prolific and award-winning Filipino author and transla-
tor who translated Charlotte’s Web from English into Filipino, goes by three
principles in translating literary texts for children. He stresses:

First and foremost, I must produce a text that will not sound like
a translation. I have to make the translation of an English text
“originally written” in Filipino. Secondly, though I have to respect
the original intent of the author, I must assert my own voice and
style in the translation. My style in translation is trying to write
the text like my own work. Thirdly, and most importantly, after
translating the text, I have to make sure that the product is child-
friendly or readable. (in Gagatiga 2017)

Evasco laments the invisibility of translators of children’s books in the
Philippines. They are “marginalized” as some are ‘not acknowledged properly
in the book production” and “not even considered. .. co-creators of the book.”
Another challenge that he sees in children’s literature translation in the coun-
try has to do with language. He maintains: “Translation is supposed to be a
process to make the text accessible to Filipino readers. But in my experience,
there are cases that some readers, young and old, are struggling to understand
the Filipino language” (Gagatiga 2017).

Although all three translators made different decisions in translating, one
common requirement among them appears to be the naturalness of expression
in the target language. The case of Bravo and Evasco also shows that even
though translators mainly aim to carry over the ideas and structural features
of the original in the translator, they can also abide by their own set of criteria
which reflects their own style.

3.6.2 Publisher’s decisions

Tahanan Books depends significantly on the expertise of translators when
translating the stories into one of the regional languages (i.e., non-Filipino
languages). But remaining true to Shavit’s observation that in translation, el-
ements of a book are “adjusted” to the child’s level of reading comprehension,
Tahanan Books always instructs its translators to “try to keep [the translations]
as light, as conversational as possible, not too formal" (Ong 2020, personal com-
munication). After all, “it is still a book for children” so translators should use
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language that children naturally use. Differences in vision or style between the
translator and editor often arise from the translation not being “child-friendly
enough”, which is easily resolved since the publishing house chooses explic-
itly children’s writers as translators. Tahanan Books articulates its preference
for children’s writers to translate its books as follows: “Sometimes when you’re
used to writing for adults, there are ways of speaking that you take for granted,
that don’t sound natural yet to children. It’s not appealing, it’s too long, too
complicated. A person who translates books for children must also have an ear
for children’s literature” (Ong 2020, personal communication). For Tahanan
Books, that is “pretty much the guideline.” They add:

When we get it and lay it out, then we’ll find out if the translation is
too long. In our experience, the Filipino translation takes up twice
as much space as the English text because our words are naturally
longer. We go back to the translator to find a shorter, simpler,
cleaner way of saying it. Funnily enough, when we asked them to
do that, it has actually improved the manuscript because they’re
forced to really think about the clearest, most efficient way to say
something. We came out with Filipino editions of our folktale books
and we had the same problem. Filipino was twice as long. [We] gave
it back. The translator seemed very pleased and said that it sounded
better after going through it another time. (Ong 2020, personal
communication)

Adarna House shares how it encounters issues with general translators who,
though seasoned writers, are not children’s writers and thus find it difficult to
translate a text specifically for children. In these instances, editors work hand
in hand with the translators until they arrive at a satisfying translation ready
for publication.

3.7 Conclusions

Taking the polysystem theory as a framework, it can be said that foreign chil-
dren’s literature translated into Filipino occupies a peripheral position in the
literary system. This can be attributed to a large number of English-language
books for children and the ability of many Filipino children to understand these
in the original language. It is also in a secondary position when original liter-
ature for children in Filipino is considered. While the historical background
of children’s literature in the Philippines has been extensively Studiedlﬂ the
history of children’s literature in translation remains an area that has not yet
received sufficient research attention. The aim of this chapter is not to fulfill

20Gee, for example, Maria Elena Paterno’s “A History of Children’s Literature in the
Philippines” and Marcy Dans Lee’s “A Brief Review of the Development of Children’s Book
Ilustration in the Philippines.”
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this need but to communicate the current orientation of translated children’s
literature in the Philippines.

First, there are significantly more English-language foreign books for chil-
dren in circulation than foreign children’s books translated into Filipino. While
this could indicate a general preference for reading foreign books in the original
language rather than in translation, interestingly, data also reveals that given
more choices in book language, children have nearly the same propensity to
read in English and in Filipino. In 2017, 46.2% of children who were surveyed
said that they read English non-schoolbooks while 46.1% said that they read
Tagalog or Filipino for recreational reading (National Book Development Board
2018: 55). Though not mentioned in the data, it is reasonable to assume that
Filipino translations of foreign children’s books form a significantly small per-
centage, if any at all, of the Filipino books pertained to in the survey because
of the minimal selection of foreign children’s books translated into Filipino.

Second, publishers for children are translating more original works by Fil-
ipino authors (from English into Filipino and from Filipino into English) than
foreign-authored works — a strong indication of healthy children’s book pub-
lishing. Tahanan Books alone publishes three to five new titles during a lean
year and as many as seven or eight in a good year. However, the competition
with foreign titles remains stiff, which Adarna House ascribes to retail issues.
There is a lack of push from local bookstores to make local titles more vis-
ible, it asserts, as evidenced by window displays that feature mostly foreign
titles. Tahanan Books, which operates its own US website and sells its books
on Amazon, also moans the weak link in the entire chain from publishers to
readers in the Philippines. It says: “Our distribution channels in the Philip-
pines are not very strong yet compared to the US where there is a strong retail
network and school network. Retail stores are stocking fewer local books and
institutional markets like schools and NGOs can be very difficult to approach
and penetrate” (Ong 2020, personal communication). Because the original texts
in English (Filipino) and their translations in Filipino (English) are released
as bilingual books, publishers can also position themselves for transnational
circulation for non-Filipino audiences especially with the accessibility of the
English language and the growing demand for more culturally diverse books
for children in different parts of the world. However, the circulation of printed
books depends not only on distribution networks but also on vision. For local
publishers, the goal for now is to make high-quality children’s books that cel-
ebrate Philippine culture available to Filipino children including those in the
diaspora.

Third, local children’s publishers mainly control the production of trans-
lated children’s literature by determining which books get translated and which
do not. In addition, they decide on the nature of translation by giving specific
guidelines to translators. Primarily, these guidelines aim to make the transla-
tion “child-friendly” and so how publishers understand childhood becomes the
basis of what are “suitable” for children to read.

Fourth, the publication of translated children’s books in the Philippines de-
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pends not only on attaining prestige and recognition (as in the form of awards)
but, quite understandably, also on market-based economic capital. Publishing,
after all, is first and foremost a business.

Shavit’s observation in the 1980s that the translator enjoys a high degree
of freedom when translating children’s literature, such as adjusting language to
fit the child’s reading ability, still applies to current translation practices in the
Philippines. However, it must be stressed that these days, such liberties do not
reside solely in the translator but are shared with the publishers and editors
who, in case of differences with translators, can exert greater influence on what
is ultimately printed.

On a practical note, this chapter aims to illustrate that there are signifi-
cantly fewer Filipino translations of literature targeted to children aged 8 to 9
years old, the age group of the participants in the study, than those for much
younger readers. While this is true for fiction, it is particularly evident with
poetry which, to begin with, occupies a peripheral position in the literary sys-
tem. As will be shown in Chapter 7, there are not enough Filipino books for
children in this age range which makes it difficult for parents to train their
children to read in Filipino. This noticeable gap in availability opens up op-
portunities for translators to translate more poetry and make it available to
school-aged children. Although translators in the Philippines can enjoy suffi-
cient freedom in translation, interviews with local children’s publishers indicate
that, for the most part, it is the publishers who play a pivotal role in the pro-
duction of translated books. In other words, publishers are highly influential in
developing children’s reading interests and preferences. Children’s publishers
can expand their reach through a more diverse offering of titles in terms of
genre (i.e., longer fiction and poetry) and age group. As demonstrated, how-
ever, this is primarily a marketing decision driven by consumer demand, which
suggests marketing better to parents who mainly encourage reading in children
and whose attitudes impact on book selection.






CHAPTER 4

Translating poems: Form versus content

4.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the theories and concepts related to the translation of
poems. Translating poetry differs from translating prose in that the trans-
lator must decide whether to give more weight to the form or content of the
text. First, this chapter will address some form-related considerations in poetry
translation particularly as they relate to retaining humor. Then it will discuss
some factors in translating a poem according to content. Particular emphasis
is given to narrative poems, the type of poems used in the current study. The
discussion then touches on how proper names can be translated. The chapter
concludes with a summary of the findings that are relevant to the translation
of humorous children’s poetry.

4.2 Uniqueness of translating poetry

Translating poetry is different from translating prose. Before the translator of
poetry can begin the task of translating, he or she must first decide whether
to be faithful to the poem’s form or its content. Naturally, in the hands of
an expert translator who has access to several available options owing, for
instance, to high proficiency in the source language and target language and
broad knowledge of their poetic traditions, it may be possible to transfer both
form and content in the target text. Nida (2012) advises the translator to aim
for both in order to avoid producing a mediocre translation. But most of the
time, the poem’s meaning and aesthetic effects cannot be rendered with equal
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fidelity and there will always be tension between the two (Matthews 1959, Nida
2012). The content may be accurate but at the cost of lyricism, or rhyme and
other stylistic elements may be retained at the cost of meaning. At best, the
translator can only compensate for what is lost from the original poem, for
instance, by employing alliteration in place of end rhyme to approximate the
original form when meaning takes priority over form in the exercise. It is not
unusual for the form of the original poem to be unfamiliar to the target culture,
in which case, the translator may need to create a new form to accommodate
the structural characteristics of the original text@@ Similarly, portions of the
poem can take on a new meaning in the translation as the translator navigates
across cultural and linguistic boundaries (Hatim and Mason 1997: 1). There is
no consensus among scholars on which side to support in case of tension between
form and content. For example, Nida (1984: 83) advocates for the precedence
of meaning over manner while Jakobson (1959: 238) places greater importance
on form as “phonemic similarity is sensed as semantic relationship”, that is, the
meaning relies on sound. What many scholars agree on is that the translation
should have the equivalent result on the reader — an effect (Newmark 1988: 48;
Souter 1920: 7; Knox 1957: 5), feel (Edwards 1957), response (Nida 2012: 146)
or resultant impression (Prochézka 1946: 104 in Gardin 1955) similar to what
that the original gave or possessed. However, no studies point to the response
of readers to poetry that has been translated according to only form or content
and not both. That is to say, in a situation where only the form or content of
the original is conveyed in the translation, is a “similar effect” achieved when
form is prioritized over the content or is content more functional than form

21In 17th-century colonial Philippines, poetry was gradually shaped by rhyme patterns
and meter with European influence. The Spanish friars brought to the Philippines the Spanish
forms such as romance, quintilla, terceto, among others. According to Almario (1985: 180),
the tension between the traditional and Western influences and how the poet balances these
influences were evident during this period. For instance, the poem below, cited by Almario,
used the cuarteto rhyme scheme — a form that easily became popular because it resembles
the traditional stanzaic division — and the octosilabo syllable count from Spain.

Salamat nang ualang hoyang
Sa iyo Dios cong maalam
Nitong iyong auang mahal
Sa aming catagalogan.

Ang ito ngang librong mahal
Na ang lamai,i, iyong ara.
Iyong tambing tinulutan
Ilimbag at nang marangal.

The most popular borrowed form, according to Almario (1985: 28) is the sonnet. In bor-
rowing the form, the Filipino poet no longer pays attention to the original meter. Instead,
the focus is on the rhyme scheme that conforms to the European model, such as the Italian
sonnet and Spenserian sonnet.

22For instance, traditional Filipino poetry also has short forms similar to the Japanese
haiku. One is the tanaga composed of four lines with seven syllables each line. Traditionally,
it forms an AAAA rhyme pattern but modern versions can have other rhyme schemes such
as AABB. Another example is the diona composed of three lines with eight syllables each
and a monorhyme.
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in bringing off the intended response? This is one question the current study
hopes to answer. In this study, the effect under investigation is humor.

4.3 Translating for form

4.3.1 The role of rhyme in children’s poetry

Rhyme in children’s poems, particularly perfect rhyme, not only gives the poem
a musical quality and helps children understand, memorize and recite a verse
but it also acts as a device for humor. Similar to how jokes operate where the
setup builds expectation and the punchline functions to surprise, rhyme creates
predictability and regularity which enhance the impact of introducing some-
thing unpredicted. It forms a relationship between words, leaving the reader
to anticipate the possible rhyming words that may occur. When these expec-
tations are not met, surprise is generated — an essential element of humor. For
instance, if the poet were to write “The moon hangs in the sky like a ,” the
first word that would come to the mind of the reader to fill in the blank is
perhaps “balloon” because this is how one would typically think of a round
object that floats and the sound of “moon” hints that the association is indeed
correct. But what if the poet writes “fat prune” instead? At the minimum, the
unexpected connection would bring a smile to the reader. The lines from “Wel-
come to Duloc”, a song from the animated film Shrek, work differently: “Keep
your feet off the grass / Shine your shoes, wipe your. .. face.” Listeners would
expect the word “ass” to complete the rhyme but instead are offered the good
wholesome alternative “face” which of course destroys the rhyme but still, this
shows how rhyme can build the anticipation needed for a whole comic effect.
Wrenched rhyme twists words to create humor, just as Ogden Nash (in Turco
1986: 42) did in the prose poem “Kindly Unhitch That Star, Buddy™ “Some
people think they will eventually wear diamonds instead of rhinestones / Only
by everlastingly keeping their noses to their grhinestones...” Here, the reader
conditions himself or herself for a true word that rhymes with “rhinestones”
only to be cheated by the poet, which is actually funny. Thus, in poetry, rhyme
supports the use of incongruity to create humor: rhyme provides acoustic or
phonetic cues that condition predictions and expectancies based on one’s view
of a well-ordered world and humor happens when an idea that contradicts such
expectations follows. This is possible because our brain responds well to poetic
features. Turner and Poppel (1983: 72-73) offer further insight into this. First,
human information processing, they write, is “determinative”, insisting upon
certainty. Second, it is “habituative”, that it “tends to ignore repeated and ex-
pected stimuli and responds more eagerly to the new and unexpected.” Third,
it is “predictive: the patterns it extrapolates or invents are patterns that involve
specific immediate expectations and, in the more distant future, expectations
which await satisfaction and are tested by the senses.” Turner and Poppel cite
these with particular emphasis to metered poetry but their ideas can also apply
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to other rules that govern poetic texts such as rhyme.

4.3.2 Holmes and the four forms of poetry translation

Holmes (1971) argues that poetry translation is a more complex kind of trans-
lation as the product itself results from different tensions that are more or less
absent in other kinds of translation. He calls the translated poem a “metapoem”
that connects complex relationships coming from two directions: “from the orig-
inal poem, in its language, and linked in a very specific way to the poetic tradi-
tion of that language; and from the poetic tradition of the target language, with
its more or less stringent expectations regarding poetry which the metapoem,
if it is to be successful as poetry, must in some measure meet" (93).

According to Holmes, there are four forms used in poetry translation: the
mimetic, the analogical, the organic and the deviant form. The mimetic and
analogical forms are both form-derivative while the organic form is content-
derivative. The deviant form, sometimes called extraneous form, is neither form
nor content derivative. Form, Holmes clarifies, is used not to refer to the “deep”
form which reflects the “entire essential structure” of the poem (in other words,
the meaning) but instead to the external surface or shape of this “deep” form
which includes, among others, rhyme, meter, verse length, and stanzaic pat-
terning and division (103).

Form-derivative approaches aim to find an equivalent in the target language
for the “outward form” of the original poem (96). With the mimetic form, the
translator considers only the form of the original poem and not of the forms
in the native tradition of the target language, thereby “re-emphasizing” to the
target language readers the “strangeness” of the original text and demanding
them to be open to views beyond what is normally accepted in their own literary
tradition. Holmes gives the example of the translator constructing German
hexameters for Greek or English terza rima for Italian.

The translator using the analogical form places importance on the function
of the original poem’s form within its poetic tradition to find within the poetic
tradition of the target language a function that is “parallel” to it. Holmes cites
the epic Iliad as an example and says that when translated using the analogical
form into English, it is expected to be in a verse form that is suitable for an
epic and that can either be the blank verse or the heroic couplet (97). Thus,
the analogical form “bring[s] the original poem within the native tradition, to
‘naturalize’ it.”

When using the organic approach, the translator disregards the form of
the original poem (or fitting the content into a mimetic or analogical form)
as the starting point and begins instead with the semantic material, letting a
distinct “poetic shape” materialize in the process of translation (96). Here, the
translator considers only the “meaning” or literal understanding of the original
poem. This is the case when a translation is in blank free verse, based only on
the original poem’s meaning but does not follow its structure.

Finally, the translator uses the deviant or extraneous form when he or she
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creates a metapoem in a form that is not suggested in any way in either the form
or the content of the original (97). This approach arises from the inseparability
of form and content which makes it “impossible to find any predetermined
extrinsic form into which a poem can be poured in translation [thus| the only
solution is to allow a new intrinsic form to develop from the inward workings
of the text itself” (98). Escudero (2021), upon studying a corpus of Spanish
translations of Shakespeare’s sonnets, found that this is the least used form in
the corpus and possibly for poetic translation into Spanish in general. She gives
one example, however, which is A. Ehrenhaus’ translations that render sonnets
as haikus.

Although it is clear that the Filipino translation for form used in this study
(see Appendix E) is derivative, it is difficult to identify under which of the four
kinds it falls. On the one hand, it has the features of the original in terms of
rhyme scheme which makes it mimetic in that sense. On the other hand, the
rules of rhyme kept to the poetic tradition of Filipino, making it analogical
in form. It is therefore a more experimental, “hybrid” form — combining con-
ventions from both the source language and the target language to determine
the form of the translation that works best in terms of function and effect.
As Holmes says, “there is an extremely close relationship between the kind
of verse form a translator chooses and the kind of total effect his translation
achieves” (101). By not adopting the monorhyme customary in the poetic tra-
dition of the target language, the poem is given a more dynamic and lively
sound suitable for humorous children’s poems. Almario (1991: 25) mentions
that some traditional Filipino poets resort to a dual rhyming scheme (tugmang
dalawahan) in a stanza with four lines or more to circumvent the monotony
of the monorhyme (AAAA); some examples of commonly used schemes for
such purpose are coupled rhyme, alternate rhyme (ABAB) and enclosed rhyme
(ABBA). Experimentation is not unusual in translation: the translator is “free
to be a fully autonomous, rational, creative, human being” as there are no final
answers, “only attempts at solutions” (Aveling 2002).

4.3.3 Kochol and the three ways of translating poetic
rhythm

Kochol (1971) identifies three ways of translating a verse rhythm: (1) iden-
tity or adopting a “rhythmic copy of the original”, (2) substitution or pursu-
ing “adequate rhythmic substitution”, and (3) inadequacy or using an inade-
quate rhythmic substitution. The rhythmic substitution is adequate when the
translator “preserves the essential rhythmic factors and disturbs those that are
subsidiary” and is inadequate when he or she “adheres to the subsidiary ele-
ments and leaves the rhythmic essentials of the original out of account” (106).
Kochol mentions a fourth method which occurs when “verse is translated by
prose and the verse rhythm is replaced by a non-metrical linguistic rhythm
(not form-bound)” although he adds that this can be regarded as an “extreme
case of inadequate substitution” (107). He asserts that identity or the “scrupu-
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lous respect for the verse form of the original as the supreme idea of the verse
translation” is not dependent on subjective translation ability but rather on
objective language factors. This is because there are “languages that are rhyth-
mically identical, languages that are rhythmically related, and languages that
are rhythmically remote” (107); there are languages that are “genetically cog-
nate but rhythmically diverse, while on the other hand rhythmic cognation and
even identity may be found between languages that are genetically unrelated”
(108). In the case of Filipino, while it is closer to English, which is stress-timed
in the “Euclidean-distance sense”, it has in fact the same rhythm as Japanese
which is syllable-timed (Santos and Guevarra 2011: 456).

In the Filipino translation for form used in this study, as seen in Appendix
E, the rhythmic substitution can be considered inadequate but not for rea-
sons brought about by translation skills or linguistic differences. The rhythmic
change is necessitated by the pressure of form, as defined by Holmes, in the
native tradition of the target language. The meter of the Dahl and Silverstein
poems is iambic, characteristic of traditional English poetry. While stress is a
distinctive feature of Filipino, the iambic meter does not exist in the poetic
tradition of the target language and therefore cannot be considered essential to
the translation. Going back to the earlier assertion that the resulting Filipino
translation for form is a “hybrid”, the translation does borrow some standards
from the poetic tradition in English but does not include the iambic quality of
poems in that language.

4.3.4 Tsur and cognitive poetics

Another concept that guided the translation of form in the present study is
Reuven Tsur’s cognitive poetics. Referring to the Gestalt theory, Tsur (1996)
argues that the rhyme pattern of a poem also affects its tone. Gestalt psy-
chologists believe that individuals think in structured wholes rather than in
separate components. This is because when points share one or more charac-
teristics, people group and perceive them as a “new, larger visual object, a
gestalt” (Desolneux et al. 2008). To illustrate his point, Tsur refers to the first
stanza of Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Church-Yard” in the
original rhyme pattern ABAB (1) below and with the quatrain distorted to
produce an AABB rhyme pattern (2).

(1) The Curfew tolls the knell of parting day,
The lowing herd wind slowly o’er the lea,
The plowman homeward plods his weary way,
And leaves the world to darkness and to me.

(2) The Curfew tolls the knell of parting day,
The plowman homeward plods his weary way,
The lowing herd wind slowly o’er the lea,
And leaves the world to darkness and to me.
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Although the two have almost the same meaning, he explains that there is a
difference in tone. Using the adjective pair emotional-witty, he says that the
first version can be described as “emotional” and the second can be evaluated as
“witty.” He uses the term “witty” to mean something characterized by “sharp-
ness usually associated with cleverness and quickness of apprehension” (Tsur
1996: 66). Such quality is, by and large, associated with humor. Dictionaries
such as the Cambridge English Thesaurus and the Oxford American Writer’s
Thesaurus even list “witty” as synonymous with “funny.”

The second version’s wittiness has something to do with its simplicity and
straightforward tone, according to Tsur. He goes on to argue that although the
ABAB rhyme pattern from the original version is simple compared to other
rhyme patterns, the AABB pattern of the second version is even simpler. Tsur
turns to the Gestalt principles of proximity and similarity to define “good”
organization. In his example above, the similar endings in (1) are closer to each
other than those in (2), which allow a “better psychological organization of the
stimulus pattern” (66). In quatrain (2), each couplet is immediately completed
while in quatrain (1), it takes some time for the rhyme pair to materialize.
For Tsur, the first version requires longer and more complex processing before
a complete whole can be achieved, resulting in a more emotional text. On
the other hand, the simplicity and proximity of the rhyme pair in the second
version are greater than those in the first version which makes it easier for the
reader to complete a whole and perceive it as a wittier text. Based on Tsur’s
analysis, the second rhyme pattern is more appropriate for a humorous verse.
It should be noted that the AABB rhyme pattern is not common in Filipino
nursery rhymes. The most common rhyme patterns are AAAA BBBB... or
AAA BBBE However, by preserving the AABB rhyme pattern of the Dahl
and Silverstein poems in the Filipino translation used in the poetry reading
sessions, the study will be able to determine if indeed such a rhyme scheme
contributes to the wittiness or funniness of the translated poems.

4.4 Translating for content

According to Gadamer (1992), in translating the meaning of the source text,
the translator must ensure that it is understood in the context in which the
recipient lives. However, the translator is not “at liberty to falsify the meaning”

23For example, the first two stanzas in Sitsiritsit Alibangbang are as follows:
Sitsiritsit, alibangbang
Salaginto at salagubang
Ang babae sa lansangan
Kung gumiri’y parang tandang.
Santo Nifio sa Pandacan
Puto seko sa tindahan
Kung ayaw mong magpautang
Uubusin ka ng langgam.



60 Children’s Response to Humor in Translated Poetry

(386). He emphasizes that “the meaning must be preserved, but since it must be
understood within a new language world, it must establish its validity within
it in a new way.” Thus, for Gadamer, every translation is an interpretation.

When translated, a poem is particularly in danger of losing its meaning
as the interpretation of a poem is more complex than any other text. This is
because unlike prose, its meaning is coded and compressed in a few words. It is
also made more complex by the presence of metaphors as well as formal struc-
tures that may add meaning to the text. Kenesei (2010) states that readers
reread poems five to eight times before understanding them. Gadamer’s claim
that every translation is also an interpretation seems to apply not only to com-
plex literature meant for adult readers but also to writing aimed at children.
Even if many children’s literary texts, prose and poetry alike, are simple, clear
and straightforward in their meaning, they can also be sophisticated and have
multilayered meanings that require critical literacies from children especially
when more complex language, characters and themes are introduced. Humor-
ous verses for children may contain some form of wordplay such as puns or
double entendres which can change the meaning of the text and make transla-
tion into another language extra challenging. The punchline of Kenn Nesbitt’s
funny poem for children “My Left Left”, for instance, relies heavily on word-
play: the child wakes up with the left side of his or her body missing but assures
readers that he or she is “all right.” This is also the case for idioms, used by
many children’s writers to exaggerate humor. Idioms are culturally determined
and often have no corresponding expression in the target cultural system (cf.
Baker 1992: 68). Wang (2017) cites some English idioms that have roots from
the historical development of Britain. For example, the English idioms “when
in Rome, do as the Romans do”, “Rome was not built in a day” and “all roads
lead to Rome” originated from the experience of Britain being conquered by
the Roman empire. Wang also shows how some English idioms reflect Britain’s
custom and habits, and sports and entertainment. A good example in chil-
dren’s poetry is another Silverstein short poem, “Losing Pieces.” It is made up
of American English idioms (for example, “cried my eyes out”) that have no
equivalent expressions in Filipino. Cases such as this demand that the trans-
lator possesses literary proficiency not only in the target language but also in
the source language to succeed in translating the original text and to make the
resulting text meaningful for the reader (Nida 2012). Thus, even if the prod-
uct itself is determined by some concept of equivalence, translators still make
“interpretive moves” that “vary the source text according to a complex set of
factors that include knowledge of the source language and culture but also val-
ues, beliefs and representations that circulate in the translating language and
culture during a particular period” (Venuti 2011).

4.4.1 Translation as interpretation

A poem is the poet’s interpretation of the world. The writer may be the world’s
interpreter in a text but so is the reader. In the hands of the reader, the rep-
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resentation created by the author is not only validated, modified or refuted
based on the reader’s own defined logical space; correspondingly it also leads
the reader to create meaning out of this interpretation. The translator is not
only a reader but he or she must be a good reader (Almario et al. 2003: 103).
That is to say, the translator, as a reader, must understand what the text
means and interpret it before transferring it from one language to another.
Sarma (2008: 74) posits that because any translation of a given text is “es-
sentially a reading and a rewriting, the very process of translation involves
some kind of conscious or unconscious intervention on the part of the transla-
tor.” However, because the poet encapsulates his or her interpretation of the
world in symbolic or metaphorical ways, a poem allows for multiple interpre-
tations, making the translator’s task particularly difficult. Kenesei (2010: 42)
suggests calling a poem one “macrometaphor”: what the poet does is use figu-
rative language that “transcends the semantic limitations of language, that is,
the greatest challenge in translation lies in the seizure and transmittance of the
micro- as well as the macrometaphorically expressed content.” Thus, what one
reads in a translation of a poem is in fact an interpretation that is not free from
the translator’s linguistic, literary and cultural background. Badiou (2005: 46)
however, believes that it is not impossible to achieve a common interpretation
for there exists “the universality of great poems, even when they are represented
in the almost invariably disastrous approximation that translation represents”
and it is “comparison [that] can serve as a sort of experimental verification of
this universality.”

Holmes (1988) considers the translation a translator’s commentary on the
original poem — a “metapoem” as previously mentioned. If abilities permit, a
reader of a translation can read both the translation and the original text to
compare where they converge and diverge, their similarities and the contrasts.
Translation, after all, is inherently comparative. As Longxi (2013: 24) asserts,
“Translation is all about comparison, about finding comparable or equivalent
expressions in one language for those in another and in recent theoretical re-
flections, translation is often taken to be a model for comparative literature.”
But not everyone possesses the skill to read and comprehend both the orig-
inal text and the translated version. It is this linguistic challenge that calls
for translation in the first place. Often, readers must content themselves with
only one text — the translation — and read it as if it were the original (Hol-
land 1976 in Kenesei 2010: 42). Filipino poet and translator Marne Kilates
(in Alma 2005: 14) says that there is still joy to be had when one does not
know the original language from which the target text is translated: “that of
discovery. .. of how perhaps another world, unknown through one’s language,
looks, feels, and sounds.” Even some translators are limited by language skills,
translating in many cases from the English translation of the text instead of
the original language in which it was written. For Almario (2010), the fact that
many of the literary gems are already in English is an opportunity that Filipino
translators, who have a good command of English, must use to good advantage
instead of waiting for the time when the texts could be translated directly from
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non-English languages.

4.4.2 Nonsense poems

Many contemporary children’s poets write in a humorous vein (Styles 1998),
from the “rather obvious to the nicely flippant”, as award-winning writer Pene-
lope Lively (2019: n.p.) aptly expresses. For instance, nonsense verse that fea-
tures absurd content consisting of neologism, impossible logic and absence of
meaning (i.e., one simply does not “get it”) appears in many children’s antholo-
gies. Among the most popular ones are those written by Edward Lear and
Lewis Carroll. The irony in this literary form is that although a nonsense verse
seems chaotic and random, it is well-thought out and deliberate, following some
form of logic. To borrow Goldwaithe’s description of Carroll’s “Jabberwocky”:
“it is a puzzle to understand because [the writer] designed it to be so; the
outward form is a deception” (Styles 1998: 146). In other words, the nonsense
verse’s detachment from meaning is in fact produced by a rational mind that
is fully aware of conceptions of reality and intentionally distorts these to create
new “representations.” This leads to another irony in nonsense verse: despite
the meaninglessness of the text, the reader is still forced to create order and
make meaning out of it, in other words, to render an interpretation. Even if the
words in the text do not exist and therefore have no meaning, they can have
meaning “in contexts” (i.e., how they are used in the sentence or line), “get
accepted by the language-oriented mind and take on an approximate mean-
ing” (Brandt 2019: 97). Everything can be made understood in an existing
language; in case of a deficiency, “terminology may be qualified and amplified
by loanwords or loan-translations, neologisms or semantic shifts, and finally, by
circumlocutions” (Jakobson 1959: 234). Thus, although nonsense verse can be
very challenging for a translator — textual analysis, in this case, will require a
great deal of imagination and creativity — it is not untranslatable.

4.4.3 Narrative poems

Contemporary children’s poets also write funny poems that are linear and
narrative and devoid of symbolisms, which are easier for children to read and
understand. Narrative poems tell a story. They can be lengthy works of poetry
such as epics or the awit and korido of traditional Filipino poetry. But in
shorter forms, they can be suitable for young readers. The poems of Dahl and
Silverstein used in this study fall under such a category. Concise yet compelling
storytelling is essential in comic narrative poems for children. Former Children’s
Poet Laureate Kenn Nesbitt maintains an online repository of funny poems
that he writes for children of different ages and these are excellent modern-day
examples of how a straightforward tale in rhyming stanzas can be humorous.
His poem “AstroCow” introduces the readers in three stanzas to a cow who
became an astronaut and all the amazing things he did in space and then
in the final stanza, it is revealed that he used to live on Earth but searched
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“for somewhere new; / somewhere they don’t serve barbecue.” Unlike nonsense
verse, narrative poems are less challenging to translate (Almario et al. 2003:
82) for content because the meaning is not hidden in complex linguistic and
figurative expressions.

There is another feature of humorous narrative poems that is particularly
important in the production, processing and appreciation of humor in this for-
mat: that of the suspension of disbelief. The term was coined by poet Samuel
Taylor Coleridge in his Biographia Literaria (1817) as a guide to how “the
supernatural” in poetry should be read: with “. .. that willing suspension of dis-
belief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith” (Roberts 2014: 208). The
reader allows the writer the freedom to build a world (composed of characters,
locations and events) that is otherwise impossible in reality, trusts that such a
product of imagination is real and worth believing, and delays critical judgment
until he or she has reached the end of the narrative, the goal of which is to
maximize the literary experience. Funny narrative poems for children, which
are built around ridiculous characters and illogical or implausible situations
with the final lines providing the point, function the same way. To enjoy the
intended humor, the reader must go along with the absurdity, trusting that
there is a “reward” at the end of it — the twist. Thus, the structure of humorous
narrative poems is very similar to jokes in that the beginning lines or stanzas
present the set-up, which engages the reader or listener in a willing suspension
of disbelief, and the final stanzas or lines deliver the punchline. In Silverstein’s
poem “Sick”, which was used in the study, the child insisted that she could not
go to school for exaggerated, unbelievable health complaints but in the end,
when told that it was a Saturday, immediately went out to play. Schramm
(1971), who is considered the founder of the field of Communication Studies,
believes that the suspension of disbelief is needed in all forms of entertainment
where “instead of... remaining skeptical of anything that checks poorly with
their picture of reality, the entertainment-merit audience must be willing to let
down their defenses, go along with a story or a spoof or a good joke.”

Suspended disbelief has implications for translating humorous narrative po-
ems governed by content, a task in which the translator has more freedom with
the product. Because the reader must accept this “matter of make-belief” (de
Graef 2014: 356) as nothing less than reality, the translator must be mindful
that he or she does not disrupt the convincing power present in the original
text and detach the reader from this “reality.” Rearranging, inserting or remov-
ing lines can reduce or take away the impact of the sequence of words that
is part of the buildup before the punchline. Similarly, when the line lengths
are disproportionate or variable and especially where children are the intended
audience, overly long lines can make the reader, seeking immediate gratifica-
tion that is expected of poetry particularly of a humorous one, lose interest
and resolve to abandon his or her participation in the made-up world. Lively
(2019: n.p.) makes this case about children’s poetry: it is “in any case more
immediate, more concise, than prose—not that that makes it any easier for the
writer to find that essential combination of language and content which will
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engage the reader within a few lines.” Concerning the poetic line, scholars have
argued about the ideal length of a verse line, for instance, how this should fit
into the working memory capacity such as Tsur’s (1998) assertion on poetic
rhythm based on the “7 plus or minus 2” units (words but can also be syllables)
capacity proposed by Miller (1956) or the three-second upper limit by Turner
and Poppel (1983). But Fabb (2013) counters this by showing that “there is
no evidence that lines of verse are constrained by a time-limited psycholog-
ical capacity.” The problem, however, is that these claims apply to metrical
poetry and other kinds of regular poetic form — rhyme, alliteration and par-
allelism (Fabb 2017) — and there is no empirical guide on how long a line of
an unmetered verse without thought to sonic features should be. Baddeley’s
(2012: 15) suggestion of the 15-word upper limit can be adopted for this pur-
pose: “memory span for unrelated words is around 5, increasing to 15 when the
words make up a sentence .” In the Filipino translation of Dahl’s “The Dentist
and the Crocodile” used in this study, the longest line has 14 words while in
the translation of Silverstein’s “Sick”, the maximum number of words in a line
is 9. This seems to be a reasonable limit for children as none of the participants
in the study pertained to line lengths as reasons for failing to understand the
poems correctly.

4.5 Translating proper names

The two poems in the study contain proper nouns or proper names. “In The
Dentist and the Crocodile”, Dahl used three: “Crocodile”, a common noun
but designated in this case as the animal’s proper name, and the nicknames
“Crocky” and “Croc” formed from the informal variants of the word “crocodile.”
In “Sick”, Silverstein called the child in the poem “Peggy Ann McKay”, a generic
American name of English origin.

4.5.1 Problems with translating proper names

The translation of proper names into another language is not as simple as it
seems. First of all, as a rule, proper names are missing in ordinary dictionaries
(Van Langendonck 2008: 3) which complicates the task of finding referential
meanings or dictionary meanings (Nida 1964: 70) and equivalents. Secondly,
as Gutiérrez Rodriguez (2003) explains, one reason behind such complexity is
the lack of a “specific theory” that addresses the translation of names and the
inconsistency that marks existing proposed theories that offer a range of trans-
lation options. Different strategies, for example, put forward that proper names
can be used in their original form (Newmark 1988, Moya 2002, Hervey and Hig-
gins 1992, Hermans 1988, Pym 2004, Davies 2003) or be transliterated (Hervey
and Higgins 1992, Hermans 1988), omitted (Hermans 1988, Fernandes 2006,
Davies 2003), adapted (Moya 2002, Hervey and Higgins 1992, Newmark 1988,
Hermans 1988), supplemented (Davies 2003), replaced entirely by a new name
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(Fernandes 2006, Davies 2003) or replaced phonologically (Fernandes 2006). In
addition, there are other techniques proffered, some with shared desired results
and differentiated only by terminology. For instance, when the proper name is
copied directly from the source text to the target text without any changes,
Moya (2000 in Gutiérrez Rodriguez 2003) refers to this technique as “transfer”
while Davies (2003) calls it “preservation.”

4.5.2 Meanings of proper names

The decision to use a particular translation strategy also depends on whether
the proper name is meaningful and here the views vary once more. While often
seen as trivial, proper names can carry critical meaning (Vermes 2003) with
connections to culture and ideology (Newmark 1991: 31). For example, biblical
characters bear names that have special meanings in Hebrew. In children’s
literature, the tale of Cinderella provides an excellent example. In the first
European version (1634) written by Giambattista Basile in the Italian, the
protagonist is called Cenerentola from the Italian word “cenere” which means
“ash” or “cinder”, suggesting the ash that servants come in contact with while
cleaning or keeping themselves warm by the fireplace. The story was retold by
Charles Perrault in French in 1697 as Cendrillon ou la petite pantoufie de verre
and by the Grimm Brothers in German in the 19th century as Aschenputtel.
While the two versions differ significantly in plot and characters, both retained
the significance of ash or cinder to the main character’s name. According to
Newmark (1981: 71), when surnames have “deliberate connotations through
sound and meaning”, the names should remain unchanged. Klingberg (1986)
recommends that “personal names. .. without any special meanings. .. should
not be altered...” (43 in Camara-Aguilera 2009) as removing the “peculiarities
of the foreign culture or chang[ing the| cultural elements... will not further
the readers’ knowledge of and interest in the foreign culture” (9-10 in Camara-
Aguilera 2009).

Writers of literary texts purposely select names for their characters (Nyan-
geri and Wangari 2019) and so translators cannot simply ignore the artistic and
linguistic creativity behind proper names (Al Rabaldi 2012: 44 in Nyangeri and
Wangari 2019). Writers can use existing names but put them together in a new
way or create new names specifically for the work to reveal attributes or traits
or sum up significant events. For example, in the children’s book series The
Legends of Eerie-on-Sea, the monsters are named “Malamander” and “Gargan-
tis”, portmanteau words that combine respectively the Spanish “mal” which
means “bad” and the English “salamander”, and the words “gargantuan” and
“mantis.” In the children’s book The Truth as Told by Mason Buttle (2018), the
protagonist and eponymous character struggles with weight and dyslexia and
is bullied for these, making the surname “Buttle”, from the word “butt” which
means “the person or thing at which criticism or humor, typically unkind, is
directed” (New Oxford American Dictionary) appropriate. He becomes good
friends with Calvin Chumsky and “chum” in an informal sense means “good
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friend.”

Fernandes (2006) mentions three ways proper names in children’s literature
become meaningful. First, he says, they have a semantic meaning in that they
“describe a certain quality of a particular narrative element and/or create some
comic effects”. For example, one of the characters in The Mysterious Benedict
Societyseries is nicknamed “Sticky” because he remembers everything that he
reads and sees — the information just “sticks.” Second, they can have a semiotic
meaning and “act as signs, generating ancient or more recent historical asso-
ciations (e.g., Ptolemy), indicating gender, class, nationality, religious identity
(e.g., Gabriel), intertextuality (e.g., Sherlock Holmes), mythology (e.g., Ban-
shee) and so on” (all examples taken from Fernandes 2006: 46-47). Because
of their semiotic significance, names are often attached to a particular culture
(Tymoczko 1999: 224, Aixela 1996 in Fernandes 2006). Third, he states that
names can have sound symbolic meanings and quotes Matthews (1997: 347) to
explain sound symbolism as “the use of specific sounds or features of sounds in
a partly systematic relation to meanings or categories of meaning.” This can
feature onomatopoeia where the names imitate certain sounds or have a phon-
estheme — a sound or sound sequence that can be interpretated as meaningful.
He illustrates the latter using the initial cluster /sl/ which he says is found
in words that suggest “unpleasantness” such as “slime, slug, slithery, slobbery
and slog” as well as in the name “Salazar Slytherin”, founder of the infamous
Slytherin House of Hogwarts in the widely translated Harry Potter series. All
of these indicate the importance of determining first of all whether or not the
proper name in a work has been selected from meanings associated with the
entity being named. To do this, sufficient knowledge of the source language
and culture is necessary. With the poems used in this study, the proper names
were translated from English into Filipino but the considerations and strate-
gies for translating them differed from one name to another. One name did not
have any special meaning attached to it which allowed for more freedom in its
translation while the other names represented the owner’s category and char-
acteristics which had to be carried over in their translation. The considerations
are discussed in detail in section 6.4.3.

4.5.3 Translating names from Philippine folklore: An ex-
ample

The close adherence to original names to preserve the foreignness of the source
text seems to have guided the Filipino-English children’s bilingual book Ang
Hukuman ni Sinukuan (2005), a story about a goddess in Philippine legends.
In the English translation, the name of the main character Mariang Sinukuan
became “Maria Sinukuan”, almost a direct copy from the original Filipino.
The common nouns that were also used as the animals’ proper names in Fil-
ipino were carried over into the English translation: Kabayo (Horse), Lamok
(Mosquito) and Palaka (Frog), to name a few. Because the book was published
primarily for bilingual Filipino children who speak English and Filipino, it was
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easy to adopt the Filipino proper names in the English translation. Most of
the time, however, proper names are changed when translated. For instance,
while Newmark (1981) advocates using proper names in their original form, he
does note that the translation of “proper names in fairy stories, folk tales and
children’s literature” is common since “children and fairies are the same the
world over.”

4.6 Conclusions

This chapter shows that translating a poem in a way that retains both form
and content with equal weight is difficult to achieve as faithfulness to one is
often done at the expense of the other. As such, translators of poems frequently
face the problem of whether to prioritize form or content in the translation to
convey the spirit of the original. This study seeks to determine which of the two
is more influential in producing humor in poems by translating two versions:
one that retains the form as much as possible and another, the content. The
findings, which are found in Chapter 7, contradict popular ideas.

Translation for form prioritizes structural elements such as line length and
rhyme. Orr (1988: 4) considers the structure, or the “satisfaction of measurable
patterns”, as comparable to “higher math, geometry, theoretical physics — the
beauty and balance of equations.” It is the “conscious pattern-making intention
of the poet” (8). Such pattern-making is seen in rhyme, which reinforces the
delivery of humor in children’s poems. Rhyme gives acoustic or phonetic cues
that build expectations and when a different idea follows, humor is generated.
The ubiquity of rhyme does not seem to be true for all cultures, however.
For example, according to Reynolds (2021), although rhyme is widely used in
English, it is “very rarely employed” in Japanese even if the concept exists.
The Japanese expression “in o fumu” (to rhyme) is unknown to most young
Japanese. He adds that alliteration, which is common in English, is hardly ever
used in Japanese.

In translating for content, the goal is to be as faithful as possible to the
meaning of the poem. Humorous narrative poems for children often rely on
the concept of suspension of disbelief — to enjoy the poem, the reader must
be willing to delay judgment on the absurd. Translators must recognize the
importance of suspended disbelief in humor and ensure that the reader is not
detached from the “reality” that the original text created.

In children’s literature, writers may use proper names to convey mean-
ing about their characters and situations but they may also choose names for
their aesthetic worth. The latter is also evident in poetry where words are
valued for the way they serve the formal requirements in measure and sound.
There is a range of strategies from which translators can choose in transfer-
ring proper names into the target language. Some countries such as Lithuania
(Jaleniauskiené and éiéelyté 2009: 34) enforce rules on how to translate proper
names in literary texts. For most, however, there are no state-determined prin-
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ciples that limit what translators can and cannot do and often they decide
based on preference as well as purpose, whether that of the translator or the
translation.



CHAPTER D

Humor

5.1 Introduction

This chapter provides the theoretical framework for understanding what in-
dividuals in general, and children in particular, find funny. It begins with a
discussion of why humor is hard to define, something humor and children’s
literature have in common. Three theories that explain why people laugh at
certain things are then explored. These are the incongruity theory, the relief
theory and the superiority theory. These explanatory theories are particularly
critical in the analysis of the responses of children to humorous texts. The chap-
ter then takes a closer look at the influence of culture on humor which signals
the importance of looking at the collected data through a cultural lens. This is
followed by an examination of children’s humor from a developmental perspec-
tive, particularly among primary school-aged children and children’s humor
preferences in literary texts, including fiction but especially poetry. This chap-
ter also offers some new concepts that arose from the limitations of existing
concepts and theories in explaining humor. For example, it introduces the con-
cept of joyful laughter, a type of laughter that comes from the pleasure derived
from generating creative ideas. It also proposes two approaches to explaining
humor: humor creation and resolution as a power-balancing act and humor as
a form of negotiation in which the recipient can either be a collaborator or an
unwilling or hesitant party. Although the design of the present study did not
make it possible to investigate these ideas in detail, other researchers may find
these concepts useful in their studies of humor.
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5.2 Defining humor

Humor is such an essential part of several domains of human life that a world
without it is simply unimaginable. Humor, in its many forms, is a univer-
sal human trait that is present across cultures. People always find and create
something to laugh about and for a multitude of reasons: a funny anecdote in
a political speech, children’s rhymes that poke fun at adults, shop names made
hilarious thanks to puns (there is a bakery in Cebu City, Philippines named
Bread Pitt and another in Amsterdam, the Netherlands called Life of Pie).
Nevertheless, while laughter is a universal form of human expression, people
from different cultures and different backgrounds have different opinions on
what is witty, amusing or comical. The funniness of a joke or a gesture also
changes over time; we have seen how what is considered taboo has evolved
and how what was once considered funny can now cause raised eyebrows in-
stead of bursts of laughter, and vice versa. For example, in India, more female
comedians are using curse words and sexual content in their acts which used
to be reserved for male comedians. There is still gender bias in what females
cannot do or say and even women listeners themselves get offended when such
boundaries are crossed. However, the situation appears to be improving for
female comedians. Sumukhi Suresh shares in an interview (Sinha 2020) that
when she started, there would be 70% men and 30% women in the audience
but when she toured in 2019, her audience was 80% women. As Sinha (2020)
finds, “female comedians are aggressively pushing the boundaries, challenging
biases, breaking the stereotypes and successfully fighting refrains that ‘women
aren’t funny.”” So humor, much like human society, is a complex phenomenon.
Everybody laughs but there is no single account of what makes people laugh,
or why they even do so. Many philosophers and scholars from a range of disci-
plines have endeavored to explain the intricacies of humor and its production,
perception and types, the main takeaway being that there is no single formula
when it comes to humor. Indeed, the study of humor is no laughing matter.

5.2.1 Problems with defining humor

The ability to appreciate humor may be universal (Raskin 1985: 2) and present
in all human groups yet it possesses no generic definition. This is a charac-
teristic that humor shares with children’s literature. It is easily recognizable
(Berlyne 1972 in Ford et al. 2016: 1) and can be identified intuitively yet re-
mains difficult to define (McGhee 1979 in Ford et al. 2016: 1, Davis 2013: 2).
In the preceding paragraph, what is humorous, particularly that which elicits
laughter, was held to be synonymous with being witty, amusing or comical.
Still, there are scholars who have made distinctions between these expressions,
viewing wit and humor as just two of eight comic styles (Ruch et al.: 2018) or
examining humor and wit separately (Long and Graesser 1988). The question
why it is challenging to produce a comprehensive definition that covers all as-
pects also brings up the issue of how researchers from different fields delineate
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the scope of humor investigation. For example, the folklorist or the literary
critic looks at “genres” such as the joke, the humorous anecdote and the tall
tale while psychologists subcategorize humor based on subject matter such as
scatological, aggressive and sexual (Attardo 1994: 4-5). In addition, researchers
look at different aspects: comprehension, appreciation, and production (Ruch
and Heintz 2019: 2). As such, similar to children’s literature, a single definition
of humor that is acceptable to all humor scholars has become impossible to
reach (Ruch 1998 in Ford et al. 2016: 1).

5.2.1.1 Defining humor according to a physical response

One of the difficulties underlying this task of defining humor has to do with bi-
ology. Often, humor is taken as anything that evokes laughter, smiling (Thomp-
son 2014: 683), giggling or mirth. But smiling and spontaneous laughter do not
always signal humor appreciation (Szameitat et al. 2009, Chiaro 2012: 17). Peo-
ple laugh for different reasons. They can use laughter as a coping mechanism —
to release tension or nervous energy in unpleasant situations. People smile to
taunt or hide shame. Smiling and laughter can also accompany a state of sur-
prise, fear or aggression. A study made by Provine (2000) sheds light on what
triggers laughter. His findings indicate that, contrary to popular belief, the
presence of another person and not the joke serves as the stimulus for laughter,
“a social vocalization that binds people together.” This is evident with laughter
that commonly proceeds statements, rather than jokes, that are hardly funny
(e.g., “Where have you been?” or “It was nice meeting you, t00”). Joint to the
prevalence of non-humorous laughter in human activity is the fact that humor
does not always make us laugh. This occurs in cases where someone is the
target of the joke, particularly an offensive one, or where a joke or event does
amuse — it prompts the reader or hearer to say “That is funny” — but fails to
provoke laughter. Likewise, laughter is an unreliable measure of amusement.
People may laugh after a joke without grasping the humor to conform to social
expectations, maintain interpersonal relationships or avoid embarrassment. For
this reason, some theorists have acknowledged that humor may not be followed
by smiling or laughter (Pien and Rothbart 1980: 2).

5.2.1.2 Defining humor according to intent

How intent is perceived to factor in the production of humor also divides schol-
ars. There are theorists such as Attardo (1994) and Attardo and his colleagues
(2013) whose standard definition of humor calls for a clear intention to elicit
amusement, laughter or exhilaration. Such humorous intent can either be suc-
cessful (there is a humorous effect) or unsuccessful (there is no humorous effect;
also called unachieved humor by Vandaele 2002). The intent can be signaled
at the beginning, for example, by a change in tone or facial expression in the
case of verbal humor. Most of the time, however, it involves a suspension of
judgment on the part of the listener, reader or viewer, meaning the intent is
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recognizable only after the message has been sent or the action done. But to
say that there can be no humor without intent suggests three things. First, this
overlooks situations where the intent is missing but has a humorous effect. For
other scholars such as Vandaele (2002), this is still a humorous situation even
with the absence of intent. Episodes in which humor occurs unexpectedly, that
is, when humor is accidental on the part of the producer and only constructed
by the recipient (Brock 2016) are in fact quite prevalent; consider, as an il-
lustration, hearing a mispronounced word. Second, in the presence of a clear
intent, humor becomes a negotiation. Humor happens when there is an identi-
fication of the intent of the producer, which is up to the recipient to accept or
reject, and an understanding of the message, which may or may not be inter-
preted correctly and appreciated depending on individual taste, state of mind,
communication skills, level of comprehension along with what is socially and
culturally acceptable. The negotiation has a temporal aspect to it and what
people find humorous at a particular time can change at another time. When
the intent is accepted, the recipient can be considered a collaborator — he or
she helped fulfill the intent. When the humorous intent has been evaluated
but not accepted, the recipient can either be an unwilling or a hesitant party:
the former can be said of someone fully against the intent as in the case of
racist jokes while the latter could be someone delaying judgment due to lack
of proficiency in the language in which the humorous intent was expressed or
to humor that is not safe, the response of other people to which is not yet
known. Third, in the case where there is no intention to amuse but a response
of amusement is still provoked, humor can be classified as a departure where
there is no negotiation between the producer and receiver, and the outcome is
determined solely by the receiver as an independent agent.

5.2.1.3 Defining humor according to cognitive processes

Similar to intention, theorists understand mental processes at work in detect-
ing and appreciating humor differently (Pien and Rothbart 1980: 2). Humor
comprehension is a high-level cognitive activity (Tian et al. 2017, Kipman et al.
2012) that activates the same areas of the brain used in gaining new insight. It
is a problem-solving task (Suls 1972 in Tian et al. 2017) whose primary goal is
to reconcile an apparent deviation or unforeseen cause of an irregularity (Kip-
man et al. 2012). A great deal of work in this area focuses on how the cognitive
processing necessary for a humorous experience to happen involves an aware-
ness of incongruities, which results in pleasure similar to what one experiences
upon working out a problem or decoding a puzzle (Zigler et al. 1966).

This approach to humor posits that humor results from unmet expectations
and mental patterns — a joke is only funny if the predicted outcome does not
happen. There is a sudden shift in frame as the recipient not only moves from a
serious form of activity to a playful one but also changes mental models to an-
alyze and grasp the humor, particularly the incongruity. Scholars have written
about incongruity in humor as early as the 18th century, albeit with seemingly
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contradictory stances. For literary critic William Hazlitt, only incongruity is
needed to produce humor but for others such as philosopher James Beattie and
author Arthur Koestler, the relationship is far more complex (Suls 1983: 40).

For most advocates of the incongruity theory, humor hinges on two conflict-
ing and unexpected ideas that are juxtaposed; however, for Koestler with his
theory of bisociation, these ideas must be combined and not merely juxtaposed
to create a new product (Suls 1983: 40). Whichever the case, looking at humor
perception as a high-intensity mental activity makes the producer of humor
an agent of power. This should not be confused with superiority in humor or
instances of “put-down” or aggressive humor where the producer sees himself or
herself better than others and intends to denigrate the target (a point that will
be expounded in the next section). This does not refer either to hierarchical
relationships, as in the case of a manager (high position) and an intern (low po-
sition). Instead, this refers to a space where by “testing” the cognitive abilities
of the viewer, hearer or reader in resolving humor, the producer creates power
relations. Failure to comprehend the humor maintains this power status while
understanding what is funny equalizes the power status between producer and
recipient. Thus, the whole process of humor creation and resolution is a power
balancing act.

5.2.2 Defining humor for the study

Considering these varying views and approaches, humor in this research will
be defined as a variety of comical phenomena, with or without the intention
to amuse, that elicit amusement and that may or may not be followed by
smiling or laughter. When it intends to amuse, humor becomes a negotiation
between the producer of humor and the receiver; the latter may or may not
cooperate to fulfill the intention. In the case of accidental humor, it is an
instance of departure where only the receiver, an independent agent, determines
the outcome.

5.3 Theories of humor

There are many different explanations about why people laugh at certain
things. Humor arises when there are incompatible ideas placed side by side,
when negative energy is released or when people feel superior to others. These
accounts for the major theories of humor and are referred to in different parts
of this chapter. Various scholars relate these concepts to children’s humor.
McGhee (1979) explains how mental development prepares children for hu-
morous incongruities; Landsberg (1992) points out that in humor, children are
able to release their anxieties; and Kappas (1967) and Shannon (1999) identify
ridicule and perceived advantages over adults and other children as features of
humorous children’s literature.

Theories of humor are traditionally classified into three groups: the incon-
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gruity theory, the relief or release theory and the superiority theory. Lintott
(2016: 347) notes that the incongruity theory focuses on cognitive aspects, the
relief theory on physical aspects of comic amusement and the superiority theory
on the emotive. Thus, it can be said that they are not direct competitors of each
other in explaining humor since they look at different aspects and dimensions.

5.3.1 Incongruity theory

The incongruity theory is the most cited explanation of humor. For McGhee
(1979) and Schultz (1976), incongruity-based humor is one of the earliest forms
of humor in young children (in Pien and Rothbart 1980: 2). It posits that hu-
mor occurs with the unexpected and the incongruous, that people are amused
by conflicting and illogical ideas that are put together or when they experi-
ence something that goes against how they would typically understand and
explain actions or situations. In other words, a situation is humorous because
it counters previous experiences and usual cognitive frameworks and earlier ex-
pectations (Perks 2012). Immanuel Kant supports this “frustrated expectation”
argument and says that laughter comes from the “sudden transformation of a
strained expectation into nothing” (1951: 54). Consider jokes as an example.
The setup establishes an expectation and the punchline serves to surprise, cre-
ating humor. In some cases, incongruity has been deemed a deviation from the
normal. Ancheta (2017: xxiii), in studying Filipino humor, emphasizes that the
Filipino humor known to many is mainly incongruity-based, “functioning as an
apprehension of abnormality, in the subjects as well as in the milieu in which
we find them, as departure from normalcy, and as valorization of flaw...”

The incongruity theory then implies a well-ordered world, that the world
works according to specific schemes and patterns, and violating this order re-
sults in humor. But how one views order is unique to every person, influenced
by many factors such as social status and culture, to name a few. Furthermore,
because our concept of order is subjective, so too is what we perceive as incon-
gruous. Thus, what may be incongruous for one person may not be for another,
as when one finds a joke predictable and therefore not funny.

Additionally, this implies that incongruity is pleasurable, although the the-
ory does not explain why it is so. This is perhaps one limitation of the in-
congruity theory. It makes sense why the resolution or understanding of two
contradictory concepts should elicit pleasure — it provides new insight or makes
us feel clever. But why something that we did not anticipate or goes against our
mental patterns can be humorous is unclear. It does not answer why thwarted
expectations in the case of humor do not cause disappointment or sadness when
this is the usual response to unmet expectations.

Other philosophers and theorists argue that an incongruity by itself does not
lead to pleasure. Barber’s (2015: 48-49) account is simple: aside from thwarted
intentionality, the “upset intentionality” must be found “enjoyable, amusing
or evoking laughter” and not sad or unpleasant. Nevertheless, this is not a
persuasive argument. What Barber is saying is that humor is produced when the
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upset intentionality is humorous and thus begs the question of what constitutes
humor. One of the most common arguments against the theory (Marra 2019:
39) is that if what is funny is the unexpected, then why do people still laugh
at a joke they heard the second time? The incongruity theory reasons that
the punchline of the joke still violates expectations and norms, no matter how
many times it has been heard. This is why for Morreall (2009), it is not enough
to take incongruity as something unexpected; it must also contradict systems
of thought that guide us in evaluating expectations about the consequences of
our actions. Still, the theory remains open to criticism and questions. Slapstick
humor, in which outcomes are expected (such as someone slipping on a banana
peel) is still funny but the incongruity theory fails to address why it is so.

5.3.2 Relief theory

The second theory that explains humor is the relief theory. It takes the view
that people experience humor and laugh when positive emotions release pent-
up emotions. Laughter relieves mental, nervous or psychic energy, producing
homeostasis after tension or strain (Raskin 1985: 38 in Perks 2012: 120). In
other words, humor results from the reduction of stress and anxiety.

In The Physiology of Laughter, Herbert Spencer, one of the two most promi-
nent relief theorists, claims that this nervous energy “must. .. discharge itself
in some other direction” (1860: 400) and laughter serves to release excessive
energy. For Sigmund Freud, another influential relief theorist, such nervous en-
ergy is released when tension in events that cause sexual or aggressive energy is
suddenly and surprisingly thwarted; what follows is relief in the form of humor
(in Hurley et al. 2011). When the person anticipates a situation to be unpleas-
ant but it turns out to be benign, the negative feelings are released (Morreall
2009). Freud claims that there are mental censors that repress certain thoughts
and emotions but jokes deceive these censors and allow repressed energy to be
released (in Hurley et al. 2011).

In more contemporary work, Morreall (2009: 15-18 in Barber 2015: 47)
argues that repressed feelings of hostility flow through laughter when a joke ex-
pressing hostility toward another group “overrides” these inner censors. Shurcliff
(1968) supports the relief theory using the results of his experiment. He hy-
pothesized that if humor results from reduced strong affect or arousal, then
humor should increase with higher arousal prior to relief. He found that not
only is judged humor greater with greater subject’s anxiety but that humor
increases in proportion to surprisingness. This supports Freud’s claim on the
importance of surprise in thwarting a tension-causing situation to relieve exces-
sive nervous arousal. However, there are some questions that the theory cannot
address. Hurley et al. (2011) note how the theory is applicable to humor about
“emotionally charged topics” but not to other kinds of humor such as logical
humor. How is nervous energy released in the case of puns which do not involve
aggressive or sexual tension? In essence, the relief theory suggests that all hu-
mor begins with tension. But this cannot be true. Similar to Hurley’s example
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of puns, how would the theory explain the funniness of someone falling off a
chair? This does not involve negative emotions such as anxiety or stress, and
this type of humor presents itself to us on numerous occasions.

Second, the theory suggests that all laughter result from the release of neg-
ative energy. But there is also a kind of laughter that arises from positive
emotions derived, for instance, from a creative act. Pleasure derived from writ-
ing a poem or completing a painting or a musical piece can also result in an
excitable state or a sense of accomplishment that can be expressed in open
laughter. This type of laughter can be called joyful laughter to distinguish it
from humorous laughter. It comes from pleasure given by generating creative
ideas where such pleasure gradually builds up in the process until it reaches its
peak and is released through laughter. This suggests that pleasure in a creative
thinking task, where the goal is to produce original ideas, can be cumulative.
Although one may face obstacles in the creative process, causing displeasure,
these do not cancel out or override the pleasure that had been experienced,
with such pleasure increasing as one nears the end of the task.

5.3.3 Superiority theory

Superiority theory, the third commonly used theory to explain humor, puts
mockery, ridicule and laughter at the ridiculous actions of others at the center of
humor experience (Keith-Spiegel 1972: 6 in Perks 2012: 120). What people find
funny is a situation where they can look down on others and regard themselves
as superior. Aristotle and Hobbes espoused the superiority theory to explain
humorous laughter.

Plato calls this malice — laughing at the self-ignorance of other people — and
says that seeing their misfortune causes pleasure and pain (in the soul). Hobbes,
like Plato, believes that we laugh at situations where there is an absence of wit.
Hobbes (1839) views laughter as caused by “sudden glory” at a pleasing act or
by “apprehension of some deformed thing in another, by comparison whereof
they suddenly applaud themselves” (in Lintott 2016: 355). But as a supporter
of incongruity theory, he believes that perceived superiority is not enough and
novelty is needed to summon laughter — “it must be new and expected.”

In his bisociation theory, Koestler (1964: 52) also embraces a form of superi-
ority theory but asserts that this is a “detached malice” that he calls aggressive-
defensive or self-asserting tendency, a requirement for humor. He stresses that
this “impulse of aggression or apprehension” is “indispensable” and manifested
“in the guise of malice, derision, the veiled cruelty of condescension, or merely
as an absence of sympathy with the victim of the joke."

In other words, the superiority theory believes that it is only by comparing
ourselves to others that we find humor. Critics of the superiority theory would
of course argue that such a comparison does not always underpin humor —
there are many counterexamples. This theory likewise suggests another contra-
diction in humor much like Plato’s assertion of humor as causing both pleasure
and pain: that while humor facilitates social connectedness when people collec-
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tively agree on what is ridiculous, humor in fact capitalizes on breaking down
social cohesion, used to assert differences and how one individual or group is
distinguished from another.

5.4 The influence of culture on humor

In the previous sections, it was already mentioned that people from different
cultures hold different views toward humor. First, culture determines the norms
and expectations that influence what is considered to be incongruous (incon-
gruity theory). Second, it defines power relationships, hierarchies and views on
equality that affect how humor targets specific individuals or groups (superior-
ity theory). Cultural differences thus have a direct bearing on humor production
and reception. To illustrate, Americans are likely to use self-denigrating humor
while the Spanish prefer teasing and ironic upgrades (Mir and Cots 2019: 393).
The latter part of this chapter will touch on how the appreciation of a humor-
ous verse for children can be culture-specific since exposure to nursery rhymes
varies across cultures.

5.4.1 Culture and appropriate humor

According to Kant and Norman (2019), humor differs from culture to culture
because culture determines the “absolute level” of what can be considered be-
nign and malign by a particular group. They contend that this is not only
evident on an intercountry level but also within the country where subcultures
and different groups vary in how they perceive and use humor. Such variations
also include differences in norms for expressing amusement, that is, there are
distinctions in what are held to be appropriate responses to humor. Wang et
al. (2019) mention that culture impinges on humor tolerance or how one al-
lows taboo and controversial topics to be the object of humor. Referring to
Maggie and Smith’s (2013) elaborations, Kant and Norman (2019) add that
cultural values influence power differences which in turn affect views on hu-
mor between the joke-teller and the joke-listener. Culture influences people’s
perspective of appropriate behavior for high-power individuals and the extent
to which power differences are disregarded. This acts on how “socially distant”
or “socially close” the joke-teller and joke-listener are to each other. Because
this research involves two cultures — Western and Eastern — a few examples of
studies illustrating humor differences between the two will be discussed.

5.4.2 Western versus Eastern views on humor

Jiang et al. (2019 in Kant and Norman 2019) argue that Easterners do not hold
as much positive attitude toward humor unlike Westerners. Thus, Easterners
are less likely to use humor as a coping strategy than Westerners (Jiang et al.
2019: 123). It has been found that the four styles of humor proposed by Martin
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et al. 2003 — self-enhancing, affiliative, self-defeating, and aggressive humor —
are used by people in different countries but how they are employed in the
country or region varies (Jiang et al. 2019: 3). Findings show that Easterners
are inclined to use more adaptive humor in contrast to Westerners who are
prone to using more maladaptive humor.

Other studies highlight differences between Westerners’ and Easterners’ use
of humor. For example, in the US, people use humor widely even in the class-
room. But Tsukawaki et al. (2019) mention how Japan is still “cautious” about
introducing humor within the school. Citing Yajima (2013), they reason that
this has to do with the perception of parents and teachers that humor, includ-
ing playful humor as well as puns and wordplay, encourages “boisterousness
and frivolity.”

It seems, however, that such observations of Easterners cannot be gener-
alized for all cultures in a particular geographical region. In the Philippines,
Ancheta (2017) finds the use of self-disparaging or maladaptive humor evident
in comic personas in popular cultural forms. This way of using humor is sim-
ilar to how Westerners (mainly Americans) employ self-denigrating humor, as
Mir and Cots (2019: 393) observed. For instance, Erap (from the Filipino slang
“pare” which means “dude” and spelled in reverse) jokes make fun of former
Philippine President Joseph “Erap” Estrada’s low IQ (Ancheta 2017: 191) or
his “woeful inadequacy in the English language which proved to the upper class
how much of a buffoon he was” (Reyes 2005: 267 in Ancheta 2017: 191). Erap
himself encouraged the publication of a joke book FEraptions (Maceda 2008:
99 in Ancheta 2017: 191) to boost his popularity with the masses during the
campaign period in 1998. Ancheta (2017) points out that Erap jokes capitalize
on linguistic incongruities to create humor. Self-deprecating humor could have
been handed down by the Americans when they colonized the Philippines for 50
years or it could have been transplanted to Filipino culture with the Filipinos’
substantial exposure to American culture through films, TV shows, books and
comics.

Thus, although incongruity characterizes much Filipino humor, Ancheta
(2017) notes the “prevalence of the humor of superiority, or tendentious hu-
mor” in Philippine popular cultural forms. Ancheta (2017), for example, looks
at how self-deprecating humor in Philippine creative nonfiction has its roots in
the observational humor found in American stand-up comedy and thus largely
Western in orientation (Ancheta 2017: 233). However, what makes these texts of
observational humor now Filipino “despite their narrative and historical prove-
nance” is that “the everyday lives spoken of, and personas that speak about
these, are Filipino.” As to the question “Why does the Filipino laugh?”, Ancheta
(2017: xxv-xxvi) asserts that laughter is a form of survival in the Philippines
that shows “the strengths of the Filipino character” using laughter to “palliate
many of the conflicts in which Filipinos continually find themselves embroiled.”
Leon Ma. Guerrero (1990: 315-16 in Ancheta 2017: xxvi) describes Filipinos as
saved by “a lively sense of the ridiculous [that] has helped to keep alive our sense
of proportion”, being “the only nationalists in Asia who do not take ourselves
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too seriously, which explains why we strike white men as being friendly and
good-natured. ..” Ancheta (2017: xxvii) argues against this “oversimplification
of this ‘friendliness’ or ‘good-naturedness’” by saying that “while Filipinos use
laughter to cope with perennial national misfortunes and invite others to share
this apparent self-deprecation, the appreciation of the ridiculous also keeps on
redounding to tactics of resurrection and comeuppance to the maintenance of
scripts of national virtue, and defenses of community and communal power”
(xxvii). In other words, humor is an essential part of how Filipinos live and
thrive.

5.4.3 National humor

There is also the so-called “national humor.” In defining American humor, Wal-
ter Blair does not generalize it to mean all humor produced in America or to a
kind that cannot be found in another country. Rather, he defines national hu-
mor as humor with “an emphatic ‘native quality’” (Blair 1988: 91-92 in Ancheta
2017: xx). Blair quotes from The London and Westminster Review:

Humour [sic] is national when it is impregnated with the convic-
tions, customs, and associations of a nation ... National ... hu-
mour must be all this transferred into shapes which produce laugh-
ter. The humour of a people is their institutions, laws, customs,
manners, habits, characters, convictions—their scenery whether of
the sea, the city, or the hills—expressed in the language of the ludi-
crous...” (in Blair 1988: 9 in Ancheta 2017: xxi)

Ancheta (2017: xxii) comments that identifying national humor entails a
“specific reading of values, experiences, beliefs and traditions that intersect and
are woven within a particular cultural matrix.” To define Filipino culture then,
she articulates, is to claim that humor can powerfully present “Filipino-ness”
and how Filipinos negotiate frames of experiences at the local and national
scale (2017: xxii). Alba-Juez (2016 in Mir and Cots 2019: 393-394) states that
experiences exert influence on humor, thereby revealing cultural and social
identity not only of individuals but also of groups. Touching on Filipino humor
as well, Abad (2017: vii) expresses that while Filipino humor is often regarded
as entertainment or the laughter of the “masses” or common people, it also
displays the “national psyche” including institutions, laws, customs and habits.
Thus, it forms part of the Filipino identity.

One of the interesting areas for investigation with respect to this is compar-
ing differences in societal values and views of humor over time. As Jiang et al.
(2019) point out, culture is not a fixed construct, citing how globalization has
caused tremendous shifts in people’s psychology and culture. Changes in what
is acceptable or not — as well as what is normal or not — influence humor usage
and perception. This is an understudied domain in humor research which this
thesis hopes to address.
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5.5 Children’s humor

5.5.1 Development of children’s humor

McGhee first introduced in 1979 the idea that humor understanding and ap-
preciation are directly related to cognitive development. According to him,
children go through four stages of humor development that correspond to the
stages of cognitive development proposed by Piaget. The stages put forward
by McGhee are: incongruous actions towards objects, incongruous labeling of
objects and events, conceptual incongruity, and multiple meanings or the first
step toward adult humor. Cognitive shifts affect the way children create and
perceive humor. With new cognitive skills come new ways of interpreting hu-
mor. As cognitive skills become more complex, so do humor production and
comprehension.

5.5.1.1 Humor in young children

In the first stage, children at 18 to 20 months old find humor in objects that
do not belong to a schema (Zimmerman 2014). In other words, children laugh
at objects that deviate from their normal uses (Southam 2009). In the second
stage, by around two years old, children are able to use language playfully,
finding enjoyment in renaming objects to create humor. For example, calling
an apple a banana (McGhee 2015) and creating silly rhymes such as “drink bilk”
for “drink milk” where only the sound and not the meaning matters are funny
for them. Children acquire more cognitive skills by the third stage which starts
at about three years. They learn to recognize the characteristics of objects and
their associated words together with similarities between objects and events and
thus find humor when these similarities are violated (Southam 2009). McGhee
(2015) gives as examples a cow on roller skates and a bicycle with square wheels.
Children at this stage can appreciate jokes especially when they rhyme: “What
do you call a rabbit that tells jokes? A funny bunny” (Southam 2009).

5.5.1.2 Humor in primary school children

Because this research involved children from 8 to 9 years old, it is essential to
look more closely at how this group views humor.

In the final stage, children shift from non-linguistic to linguistic humor
(Zimmermann 2014: 126). At around 7 years old, children can appreciate puns
since they can already detect linguistic ambiguity. A child can understand when
a word with double meaning creates an incongruity, resulting in a humorous
event (McGhee 1979: 76). McGhee (2015) cites an example: “What’s gray, has
four legs and a trunk? A mouse on vacation.” The child can also understand
other forms of abstract humor (McGhee 1979: 77). During this period, humor is
generated more from abstract qualities of behavior and thought rather than by
perception (141). This is because by this stage, children have acquired cogni-
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tive abilities which Piaget calls concrete operational thinking. Such skills allow
them to see relationships between events rather than just outcomes of events
(78). For example, a dog that meows is hilarious for them. Concrete operational
thinking also affects the way children respond to a situation and how funny a
joke is perceived. As McGhee illustrates, the difference between a Stage 3 child
and a Stage 4 child is that for the Stage 4 child, an event that involves damage
to property or personal harm is amusing only if it is perceived to be accidental
or unintentional; however, to a Stage 3 child, it does not matter what the intent
is (78). Even though by 6 to 9 years of age, children can already understand
linguistic incongruities in ambiguous words or structures, it will only be by 9
to 12 years that children can fully comprehend more sophisticated humorous
manifestations such as irony and sarcasm (Zimmermann 2014: 123-124). Chil-
dren from 6 to 9 years of age can understand riddles but cannot say why a
riddle is funny (Zimmermann 2014). By 9 or 10, children can pinpoint why a
riddle is funny based on context. They also find humor in ambiguous mean-
ings, as in McGhee’s example: “Order! Order in the court! Ham and cheese on
rye, your Honor” (McGhee 1979: 76). Moreover, during the early school years,
children can understand social models of their culture, logical incongruities
and violations of social norms enough to joke about the world and peers and
adults to “obtain control and advantages” over them (Zimmerman 2014: 126).
At 9 to 10 years of age, children start to enjoy teasing and ridiculing others
(126), delight in the misfortunes of others (Kappas 1967: 72) and use humor
for their own ends (74). McGhee (1986: 30) points out that, as evidenced by
their experiments, humor involving adults as targets rather than humor with
children as victims appeals more to children because people are inclined to be
more favorable toward their own age group than other age groups. (The next
section, however, mentions that children find amusement when they feel su-
perior over other children as well.) That children enjoy having an advantage
over authority figures supports the superiority theory. McGhee’s findings of
humor in childhood development further demonstrate two things. First, no one
theory fully explains humor. Second, the appreciation of humorous elements
as explained by both the incongruity theory and superiority theory emerges in
childhood. Similarly, because humor development is progressive, children are
still drawn to what they find humorous at an earlier age but the appreciation
becomes more sophisticated with the addition of new skills. Children at age 8,
for example, will still laugh at the image of a hotdog wearing a pair of shorts
and a hat (visual humor that will make younger children chuckle) but will now
be amused if the hotdog says it is “playing ketchup with summer.”

While McGhee does not elaborate on exactly why children find ridiculing
others humorous (i.e., if the motivations are the same as those with adults based
on the superiority theory), he provides support for the incongruity theory. This
is not surprising since he views humor mainly as a cognitive act. Humor is a
mental play which requires the right amount of difficulty: how a child finds
humor in incongruous representations of objects and events depends on how
easy or difficult it is to make sense of the incongruity (McGhee 1979: 38).
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Jokes that are too simple and obvious are not funny as are those that are too
intellectually demanding. As McGhee (1979: 39) contends, “humor appreciation
is greatest ... when we do not immediately see the point, and yet are not
required to think laboriously about it.”

5.5.2 Humor in children’s literature

Humor plays a huge part in determining content for children’s books. Apart
from suspense and adventure, humor motivates children to read books actively
(Orekoya et al. 2014: 62). A study by Zbaracki (2003: iii) describes how children
were highly engaged in reading when the material was a humorous one. Humor-
ous stories easily become favorites among children (Shannon 1999: 119). Humor
is also a constant in children’s verbal lore (Factor 1989: 162) such as rhymes.
For example, the Filipino nursery rhyme Pen Pen De Sarapen makes use of silly
words that do not make sense but which makes it fun for children to sing. Even
children’s books labeled as fantasy or science fiction would always have an el-
ement of humor in the form of witty dialogues and silly circumstances. Humor
can likewise be found in children’s books that deal with serious subjects such
as death as in the middle grade book Ms. Bizby’s Last Day (2016). What sets
children apart from adults in their humor style is the former’s fascination for
bathroom humor; the book Doctor Proctor’s Fart Powder (2007) is one such
example. This has been found by researchers such as Styles (1998: 108) who
says that children possess “a great appetite for vulgarity.” She adds that much
of what children find funny is “really sadistic and even ghoulish” and that what
is pure nonsense to adults amuses children. But humor in children’s literature
comes in various forms and section 5.5.2.1 will present what these are.

In Vandaele’s (2002: 168) belief, the schemes of normality to be transgressed
in humor vary according to genre. Children’s literature as a genre has its own
conventions. For one, children are primarily the protagonists in this genre, tak-
ing over what would generally be adult spaces to solve a mystery and save a
community from a disaster, among others. For example, in the Lockwood €&
Co. series (2013-2017), only children have the ability to fight the supernatural
and they lose this skill as soon as they enter adulthood while in The Vander-
beekers series (2017-2022), young siblings join forces to help adults solve their
problems. Such centrality of children characters defines the type of humor in
many children’s books: superiority (Shannon 1999), ridicule and defiance (Kap-
pas 1967) and poking fun at authority (Mallan 1993; Zbaracki 2003). Similarly,
literature intended for young children is “often, by its nature, a conservative
genre that reinforces the status quo to assure children that their worlds are
safe” (Trites 2006). Transgressing this to create humor would mean introduc-
ing elements such as violence (Kappas 1967), comedy of chaos (Mallan 1993)
or other physical events (Shannon 1999) usually directed at villains or adults
such as parents, teachers or other figures of authority.
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5.5.2.1 Categories of humor in children’s fiction

In an earlier study, Kappas (1967: 68) identifies 10 categories of humor in ju-
venile literature. These are: (1) exaggeration, (2) incongruity, (3) surprise, (4)
slapstick, (5) the absurd, (6) human predicaments, (7) ridicule, (8) defiance, (9)
violence, and (10) verbal humor. Relating this to humor development in child-
hood, she mentions how humorous behavior shifts from being group-oriented to
individual-centered as children grow older — there is less homogeneity in what
children find humorous as they enter adolescence. She concludes that cognitive
abilities influence humor appreciation alongside factors such as sex, intelligence,
cultural background and personality. Knowledge of the development framework
of humor, she says, can be used to critically evaluate children’s literature to
determine whether the behavior of the humorous characters suits the interests
and experiences of a child at a certain age.

Unlike Kappas, Mallan (1993: 15-18) believes that children’s humor in lit-
erature can be categorized into only three types, although these also include
some form of ridicule, defiance, verbal humor and incongruity which have been
identified by Kappas. The first consists of humorous characters created by
exaggerating “human traits and foibles.” This type includes poking fun at au-
thority figures as well as having innocent characters (children, animals, toys
and even adults) who are funny but on whom people can take pity. The sec-
ond comprises humorous situations or incongruities that result from injecting
absurdity into everyday events such as an ant carrying a wheel of cheese. Non-
sense, transformation (such as having the power to turn people into animals)
and comedy of chaos (where things get out of control) create funny situations.
The third type is humorous discourse. According to Mallan, this can be appre-
ciated by older children since incongruities in discourse require refinement and
literary experience; as children grow older, they search for linguistic challenges.
Spoonerisms or metathesis (e.g., the title of Shel Silverstein’s book Runny Bab-
bit: A Billy Sook, 2005), name-calling, puns, slang and parody contribute to
humorous discourse. Mallan concludes that humorous literature makes readers
more linguistically sophisticated because it invites readers to play with lan-
guage. They are also exposed to incongruities — what is expected is different
from what is real — and departures from normal social behavior. Thus, for Mal-
lan, humorous literature demands “critical readers who do not passively accept
what they read.”

Studying children’s reception of humor in children’s fiction, Shannon (1999)
gives four categories of children’s humor. These are similar to the ones identified
by Kappas and Mallan in that they take into account instances of superiority
and verbal humor but introduces two new categories: toilet humor and physical
descriptions. Thus, for Shannon, the four categories of humor in children’s
fiction are: (1) superiority or sense of accomplishment, (2) physical events and
appearances, (3) the scatological and gross, and (4) language and wordplay.
Shannon found that appreciation of humor is connected to (1) comprehension
of certain aspects of the texts and (2) sensitivity to style and tone (140). That
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the reading of the books was done in a social setting greatly affected humor
reception. Children were able to share humorous books with one another and
talk about humorous incidents in the books. They could detect more subtle
forms of humor when the books were read aloud by a skilled reader. What this
suggests is that in investigating humor reception among children, there would
likely be differences when the humorous material is read by or to children in a
group setting than when it is read alone.

Shannon’s findings also reinforce the view that laughter, though it can be
experienced by a solitary individual as posited in joyful laughter, is mainly
a social phenomenon. Children smile and laugh more when in the presence
of others and conversely, smile and laugh less when reading alone (Chapman
and Chapman 1974). Children are also more responsive to humor when their
companions laugh. This also suggests that interaction, such as when a book
is read aloud by a teacher, aids in a better understanding of a humorous ma-
terial. Changes in pace or tone, body movements and facial expressions all
serve as funniness cues. Individual differences also affect understanding and
appreciation of humor, according to Shannon. First is the extent or degree of
background knowledge. In her study, some children could not get the references
to certain characters or aphorisms which lessened the funniness of the texts.
Second is the child’s reading ability. Titles that were easier to read were said
to be more humorous. Furthermore, children who could read better understood
the humor in the more difficult-to-read books. That children are influenced by
the presence of other people when reading and responding to a humorous text
is explored in the poetry reading sessions. Self-reported comprehensibility, as a
measure of the actual ease with which a text can be read, is also investigated
in this study against the funniness of the text.

Zbaracki (2003: 21) synthesizes the findings in available research and iden-
tifies five common factors that inject humor into a literary text: (1) humorous
characters, (2) poking fun at authority, (3) physical humor, (4) nonsense, and
(5) humorous discourse or language play. Humorous characters are created
when there are incongruities within the character or between characters. Pok-
ing fun at authority is depicted when children traditionally outsmart adults;
children delight in overcoming difficult situations and the authority that con-
trols them. Physical humor includes exaggerated physical features and comical
acts and gross humor. Nonsense pertains to fabricated words as well as charac-
ters with unusual names and outrageous behavior such as those that appear in
the Dr. Seuss books (Shaeffer and Hopkins 1988 in Zbaracki 2003: 27). Finally,
humorous discourse covers puns and wordplay found in the titles and character
names that children find funny and challenging simultaneously. In the Win-
terhouse series (2018-2019), for example, the main characters, both children,
often exchange palindromes and anagrams with humorous results.
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5.5.2.2 Application of humor theories and developmental theories
to humor in children’s literature

The findings about what children find funny in literature reveal three things.
First, they further indicate that the conventional theories of humor, although
broadly examined in the context of adult humor and in spite of adverse crit-
icism, also provide answers to what children find amusing in literature. The
relief theory, which asserts that humor relieves tension including fear, nervous
energy and inhibition, can also be used to explain children’s fascination with
humor found in literature. Landsberg (1992 in Munde 1997: 221) argues that
"children, like all the powerless, find their best release and choicest weapon
in humor.” She adds: "When you stop to analyze why a funny book provokes
laughter from many children of very different tastes, you almost always find
that there’s an unstated theme in the book that is common to the deepest
experience of childhood . . . anxiety.” She contends that anxiety features in
much, if not all, of children’s humor (Munde 1997: 230). Interestingly, the find-
ings point to the equal prominence of feelings of superiority and incongruity
production in creating humor for children.

Second, that verbal humor or the twisting of language to create funny
names, puns and wordplay is a central ingredient in literature for schoolchil-
dren substantiates McGhee’s account that there is a shift from non-linguistic
to linguistic humor in the final stage of children’s humor development. Third,
while these studies look at humor in children’s fiction, studies on humorous
children’s poetry for children 8 to 9 years remain lacking. Kyte (1947) shows
that poems that were sources of significant appeal to children include humor.
However, he does not say why this is so and what kind of humor is attractive
to them. The current research addresses this gap for a particular subgenre of
children’s literature — humorous poetry — for a particular age group (8 to 9
years old). The following section will provide some background of the subgenre
as well as examples.

5.5.2.3 Humor in children’s poetry

Language-specific humor that is contingent on violations of phonological rules
is typical in children’s humor. Children deliberately mispronounce words with
humorous consequences when talking to each other or adults. These viola-
tions include distorted articulations, immature articulation (e.g., Tweety Bird’s
“I tought I taw a putty tat”) and tongue twisters (Shultz and Robillard in
McGhee and Chapman 1980: 69-70). But humorous children’s verses do not
rely on phonological rule violation; on the contrary, like serious poetry, it makes
phonology explicit (Shultz and Robillard in McGhee and Chapman 1980). A
great majority of children’s poems, including those with a humorous narrative,
rely on rhyme and repeated sounds. These devices not only produce rhythm
which adds to children’s enjoyment but also help make the poems easier to
remember. In preference studies, children liked narrative rhymes better (Huck,
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Hepler and Hickman 1987 in Mallan 1993).

Studies have demonstrated that with poetry, children prefer humorous po-
ems over descriptive, sentimental and didactic ones (Nelson 1966, Pittman 1966
and Bradshaw 1937 in Robinson and Weintraub 1973, and Huck, Hepler and
Hickman 1987 in Mallan 1993). One characteristic of humorous children’s po-
ems is their use of incongruity. Shultz and Robillard (in McGhee and Chapman
1980: 72) give the following example of a verse which hinges on incongruity to
create humor:

Roses are red,
Violets are blue,

I copied your paper
And I flunked too.

Shultz and Robillard remark that what makes the poem funny is that it is
expressed in standard poetic format with the phonological devices of alliteration
and rhyme. It is also written in trochaic (an unstressed syllable follows a strong
stressed syllable) tetrameter (four strong stresses per line). Trochaic tetrameter
is common to nursery rhymes and other humorous and non-humorous rhymes
of children. According to them, the humor in a humorous verse comes from “an
incongruous fusion of tendentious content and poetic form” which dignifies “a
crude, silly, or naughty idea” (in McGhee and Chapman 1980: 72). They argue
that if either the tendentious content or the poetic form is deleted, children
would find less humor in the altered version than the original. It must be
said as well, that the appreciation of the humor in this poem depends on the
reader’s background knowledge and understanding of another text: to be able
to grasp the incongruity and resolve it, the reader must be able first to make
the connection with the famous nursery rhyme that contains a different third
and last line. In some sense then, this can be considered culture-specific humor
as exposure to nursery rhymes varies from one culture to another.

Styles (1998) argues that children’s poetry has always been connected with
the desire to make children laugh. She adds that there is not much difference
between a humorous verse for adults and that for children except that the
latter does not contain elements that children would not understand such as
sexual explicitness. She also observes that certain forms are less appropriate for
children such as the satirical verse as it requires a certain level of “sophistication
of reading and life” (1998: 108) which children do not have.

Similar to fiction, humor in children’s poetry features playful language
(puns, nonsense words), incongruities and surprises, comic people and situa-
tions, flouting conventions, confusions (upside-downness), exaggeration, oddity
(the reversal of the expected), absurd premises combined with logical conclu-
sions; burlesque and slapstick, and parody (Styles 1998: 109). It involves funny,
eccentric characters with delightful-sounding names as well as ludicrous situ-
ations and funny stories (Huck 1979: 336-338) such as those found in animal
poems. The level of humor in humorous poetry varies; some are funny through-
out while others have only a bit of humor in them (Styles 1998: 108-109). Sloan
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(2001: 53) argues that “most poetry is written for children, for they respond
well to rhymes and obvious rhythms, free verse being an acquired taste for
them.” For instance, the good-natured absurdities in limericks and other non-
sense verse delight children. Referring to the findings of Opie and Opie (1955),
she comments that riddles, “both ridiculous and delicious, old”, are also plea-
surable (53).

A perfect example of punning in a poem is Tom Tigercat by J. Patrick
Lewis.

Tom Tigercat is noted

for his manners and his wit.
He wouldn’t think of lion,
No, he doesn’t cheetah bit.

Tom never pretended

to be something that he’s not.
I guess that’s why we like him
and why he likes ocelot.

In Eletelephony, Laura Elizabeth Richards resorts to the use of nonsense
words to generate humor.

Once there was an elephant,
Who tried to use the telephant—
No! No! I mean an elephone

Who tried to use the telephone—
(Dear me! I am not certain quite
That even now I’ve got it right.)
Howe’er it was, he got his trunk
Entangled in the telephunk;

The more he tried to get it free,
The louder buzzed the telephee—
(I fear I'd better drop the song
Of elephop and telephong!)

Finding the appropriate material for the target group is fundamental in a
humor reception study. As intimated in earlier sections, children are attracted
to a certain kind of humor as they enter a particular stage of intellectual de-
velopment. That their humor styles vary depending on age is exhibited by the
study of Kyte (1947) involving schoolchildren from Grades 4 through 8. A
poem that made a distinct appeal to most children was described as “too silly”
or “too childish” and “not interesting” by older pupils. Rhythm that contributed
to the liking of a poem by many children was also unpleasant for upper-grade
participants who particularly disliked the repetition of a phrase in a poem.
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5.6 Conclusions

This chapter shows that no single comprehensive definition can be ascribed
to humor, a feature it has in common with children’s literature, and so in a
humor reception study, the researcher must first resolve what definition to use.
This chapter also introduces humor as either a negotiation or a departure,
and as a power balancing act. There are three popular theories of humor that
though commonly looked at in terms of adult humor are likewise applicable
to children’s humor and therefore relevant to this study. McGhee’s model il-
lustrates how humor as explained by the incongruity theory and superiority
theory emerges in childhood while the relief theory finds evidence in children’s
literature based on Landsberg’s argument. The fundamental ideas behind each
theory are culture-sensitive and there are notable differences between Eastern
and Western cultures in humor production and perception. However, readers
must exercise caution in interpreting the findings of culture-based studies on
humor. As shown, cultural differences are present not only in regional groupings
(“Westerners” versus “Easterners”) but also across individual countries, differ-
ences that may not necessarily be consistent with the conclusions made for
geographic regions. While other studies have looked into cultural differences
in humor of adults, the role of culture in influencing humor perception among
children, particularly those in the primary school, is neglected in literature.

Humor in children develops in stages alongside cognitive skills and linguistic
competence that are needed to comprehend incongruities. In a humor reception
study such as the present study, knowledge of the stages of humor development
is crucial to ensure that suitable materials are selected for a particular age
group. As regards children’s literature, children like different types of humor but
verbal humor, incongruities, nonsense, exaggeration and humorous characters
and situations appeal to them the most in both fiction and poetry. It was
therefore of the utmost importance to determine the participating children’s
preferences on what they consider as funny to ensure that the right materials
were selected for the participants of the current study.

A humor reception study involving children points to the influence of back-
ground knowledge and reading ability on the understanding and appreciation
of humor particularly in fiction. Sex, intelligence, cultural background and per-
sonality are also significant factors. This study looked at sex and gender as
determinants of humor preferences. Humor reception studies conducted among
other age groups can also serve as valuable guides. For instance, El Refaie
(2011) mentions the artificiality that came about in interviewing participants
about the humor of newspaper cartoons which are normally encountered pri-
vately. Thus, though many of the young adult participants found them funny,
their responses could have been influenced by social pressure to conform or
to hide prejudices. Such “artificiality” was not examined in this study but the
influence of having an authority figure in the form of the researcher-facilitator
was considered in interpreting the results. Because there is a dearth of studies
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on the reception of written humor, this study should contribute to a better
understanding of the perception of humor especially in children’s literature.






CHAPTER 0

Methodology

6.1 Introduction

This chapter opens with a section on the interviews conducted with children’s
publishers in the Philippines. It is followed by an overview of the design of
the group discussions that formed the basis for the discussion in Chapter 7
as well as the relevant pre-discussion (e.g., participant recruitment and ethical
considerations) and post-discussion (e.g., transcription of video files) activities
undertaken for the poetry reading sessions. Some comments on using group in-
terviews in general and online group discussions in particular for data collection
have been included to guide other researchers planning on doing similar work.
A significant portion of this chapter has been devoted to the process involved
in the translation of the poems used in the poetry reading sessions with the
children. This is because the researcher would like to introduce the reader to
Filipino and Philippine literary heritage, with emphasis on the demands of tra-
ditional Filipino poetry that impacted on the translation decisions. The rules
for creating rhyme, for one, are different for traditional Filipino poems and the
researcher, who was also the translator for the materials used in the poetry
reading sessions, was determined to follow them as much as possible. Balanc-
ing conformity to the poetic tradition of the target language with faithfulness
to the effect of the original text posed its own set of challenges and it was up
to the translator to decide on the “best fit” considering other factors such as
aesthetics.
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6.2 Interviews with local publishers

Face-to-face interviews with local publishers were conducted in January 2020,
ahead of the poetry reading sessions with children. The responses to the in-
terviews do not form part of the results. Instead, they were used to illustrate
the points raised and explored in the literature review (especially section 2.4
in Chapter 2 and sections 3.4 to 3.6 in Chapter 3). Five leading children’s pub-
lishers in the Philippines that have the most significant number of translated
children’s books were invited for the interview. However, only two responded
to the request: Adarna House, the pioneer in children’s literature publication in
the Philippines, and Tahanan Books, also a leading children’s publisher. Kata
Garcia, senior writer and researcher, represented Adarna House while Frances
Ong, managing editor, represented Tahanan Books. Both publishing houses are
located in Metro Manila, although Tahanan Books also has an office in Seattle,
Washington. In addition, the chairperson of the Philippine Board on Books for
Young People accepted the invitation for an interview but withdrew at the last
minute. The interviews with the publishers aimed to investigate the status of
and developments in children’s literature production in the Philippines. A copy
of the guide questions is attached as Appendix A.

6.3 Participants

6.3.1 Participant recruitment

After the interviews with the publishers had been conducted, the poetry reading
sessions with children were arranged. The research participants were Grade 3
pupils (ages 8 and 9) at the University of the Philippines Integrated School
(UPIS). UPIS was selected as the source of the participants for pragmatic
reasons, namely the researcher’s contacts with the school. UPIS serves as the
laboratory school of the UP College of Education as well as the venue of research
conducted by different institutions at UP to which the researcher is connected.
The pupils were invited to participate with the permission of school officials and
with the help of the Grade 3 advisers. The advisers disseminated the invitation
letter and information sheet (attached as Appendix B) to the pupils and their
parents by email. A total of 103 Grade 3 pupils for the first round and 99 pupils
for the second round were invited. While UPIS was involved in participant
recruitment, it was not in any way involved in data collection, the analysis or the
publication of results. For the first round of reading sessions, the first invitation
was sent in March 2021 and the sessions were held two months later. For the
second round, pupils were invited in September 2021 and the sessions were
conducted in October. The information document and informed consent forms
were written in English, one of the two official languages in the Philippines, and
in a manner well understandable for the parents or guardians. English is widely
used in formal communication, for instance, in politics and scientific research.
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It is also the language of education in the Philippines and is taught in schools
as early as kindergarten or by age 4. In addition, the parents of most students
at UPIS are professionals who are exceptionally proficient in English.

6.3.2 Ethical approval

The research received ethical approval from the Faculty of Humanities Research
Ethics Committee at Leiden University. To participate in the research, the
pupils needed the consent of their parents or guardians. The consent form
was sent with the information document; the latter provides a background of
the study and its objectives. In addition, it contains how the information will
be kept confidential and safeguarded, for instance, by assigning a code name
to each child in the transcription. The form also asserts that there are no
potential risks to the participants. Similarly, it states some of the benefits of
participating in the study, among which is gaining a deeper appreciation for
children’s literature, particularly poetry (indeed this seemed to be the case, as
will be shown in section 7.1.1). Finally, the information document provides some
information about the researcher to introduce the researcher to the parents or
guardians and children. The information document ends with the inspirational
children’s poem “Mr. Olifant”, written by the researcher, to generate enthusiasm
and encourage pupils to sign up for the study. Enclosed to the information
document are two informed consent forms: a form stating voluntary consent
for the child to participate in the study and a separate form to seek consent
for the child to be video-recorded during the online group discussion. The first
explicitly states, for one, that the parent has the right to withdraw the consent
without giving a reason and that the child may stop participating in the study
at any time. The latter states that ownership of the video recording resides
in the research team (the PhD candidate, supervisor and co-supervisor) and
that no one outside this research team can access or view the recording. The
participants and their parents were given sufficient time to consider whether
or not to take part in the study. (For a copy of the information document and
informed consent forms, please see Appendices B and C.)

6.3.3 Problems with participant recruitment

While reaching target participants was relatively easy with the support of the
UPIS officials and section advisers, getting students to participate in the study
was not without difficulty. As mentioned, for the first round of sessions, the
invitation was sent out in March 2021. But as the weeks passed, it became clear
that the recruitment projection of 40 participants was impossible to achieve.
This was the case despite having sent out the invitation thrice: one at the
beginning of March, one in the last week of March before the Holy Week break
and, as requested by the researcher, a final one in April. In the end, only 14
participants signed up for the first round (with 13 actually attending). Before
the third invitation was sent out, the advisers discussed among themselves the
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factors affecting low recruitment to “hopefully assist [the researcher and her
supervisors| and give... a context of the current remote learning setup [at
UPIS].” The coordinator gave the following reasouns:

1. There are other research invites from other groups like the [UP] College of
Education. Some students may have already indicated their participation
in another study.

2. Many students have parents who work full-time with some of them front-
line workers. Assisting their children with remote learning is already chal-
lenging for the parents since they are also adjusting to the online mode,
while at the same time working from home or on-site. Some parents also
have younger ones to care for in their homes aside from their Grade 3
children. This means some parents may have a hard time assisting their
child for another online activity like participating in a research. Another
factor would be budget constraints for internet/mobile data.

3. Covid-19 cases are still high in [the National Capital Region]. Some of
the students may have families or relatives that have been affected by the
virus or other sicknesses or are experiencing loss. Some parents may have
opted not to allow their children to participate given that the family had
to attend to other priorities at that time.

These points helped the author to understand the limited response to the
call to participate in the study. For one, it was not anticipated that other
researchers were inviting the same group of students. The initial projection
also did not consider the difficulties parents faced, which impacted on children’s
participation in out-of-class activities. That parents were still adapting to the
new normal and its demands, and were possibly coping with sickness or loss in
the family, indeed has implications on what they deemed most important during
a pandemic. Conducting research during the time of Covid was a big challenge,
not only because of the many restrictions in place (the original plan was to have
face-to-face reading sessions with the children) but also because, as pointed out,
the crisis changed the priorities of many of the target participants. This input
from the advisers resulted in a more realistic estimation of the recruitment
rate for the second round of sessions. Thus, while getting 13 participants for
the second round might seem unsuccessful against the initial target of 40, it
was already considered adequate given said barriers to recruitment.

6.3.4 Profile of the participants

A total of 26 pupils participated in the poetry reading sessions. The group was
composed of 13 males and 13 females. They were 8 and 9 years old and came
from three sectiond?¥ of Grade 3 at UPIS.

24The Grade 3 student population is divided into three groups called sections. Each section
is supervised by a class adviser.
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6.4 Materials

As discussed in the introduction chapter, one of the research goals is to deter-
mine whether it is form or content that is more crucial in preserving humor
in a poem. Form pertains to formal elements such as rhyme, rhythm (e.g.,
alliteration and consonance) and meter while content concerns the meaning
and message of the poem. The difficulty in retaining both form and content is
a common issue in poetry translation. Regarding poems written for children,
form (especially rthyme and rhythm) is often considered non-negotiable as it is
believed to be instrumental in creating a humorous effect as discussed in sec-
tion 4.3.1 (cf. Shultz and Robillard in McGhee and Chapman 1980, and Styles
1998). To examine this problem, two poems were translated prioritizing either
form or content and used as materials in the reading session and discussion:
“The Dentist and the Crocodile” by Roald Dahl and “Sick” by Shel Silverstein.

These two poems were selected for four reasons. First, both poems are
widely recognized as funny. “The Dentist and the Crocodile” is from the book
Rhyme Stew (1989) which is described as filled with Dahl’s “hilarious verse”
(Book Depository) while “Sick” is included in Where the Sidewalk Ends (1974),
“a poetry collection that is outrageously funny” (Amazon). Second, both poems
are appropriate for the study participants’ 8-9 age group. According to the
drama resources website Scripts and Sketches, “The Dentist and the Crocodile”
is suitable for ages 5 to 10. Book Depository likewise lists Rhyme Stew, in
which the poem appears, as appropriate for children ages 6 to 10. The poems
in Where the Sidewalk Ends, including “Sick”, are targeted for the 4-8 age
range (inkbottlepress.com). Third, while these poems were mainly written for
children (but not for the very young in the case of Rhyme Stew which comes
with the warning: “Unsuitable for Small People”), they may appeal to all age
groups, including adults. Dahl’s Rhyme Stew is marketed as an “inventive and
irreverent collection for older children and adults alike” (roalddahl.com) while
Where the Sidewalk Ends is said to be “cherished by readers of all ages’ as
a “collection that belongs on everyone’s bookshelf” (shelsilverstein.com). It is
important to choose poems that the poets have written with both children and
adults in mind as one of the objectives of the study is to gather children’s
perspectives on texts that seem to fall between children’s literature and adult
literature, on why a text mainly meant for young people may easily be enjoyed
by older ones as well. Fourth, the poems center on subjects familiar to Filipino
children — visiting the dentist and not wanting to go to school — so it is more
likely that the participants would find their Filipino versions funny. By reducing
the element of “strangeness”, the children in the study will have more to say
about the translations in terms of their humorous appeal.

6.4.1 Translating for form

In translating for form, the two main elements considered were line length /syllable
count and rhyme. Dahl’s “The Dentist and the Crocodile” has 14 syllables in
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each line and Silverstein’s “Sick” has eight syllables each. In the Filipino trans-
lations, the former was assigned 18 syllables per line and the latter has 12
syllables, in keeping with the most common syllable counts per line in Filipino
poetry (See Appendix E). As regards rhythm, the caesura for the translation
of the first poem occurs after every six syllables while for the second, it is af-
ter every four syllables. This follows the conventions of caesura placement in
traditional Filipino poetry.

6.4.1.1 Rules of traditional Filipino poetry

In traditional Filipino poetry, rhyme pertains only to the end rhyme. This
means that the endings of two or more lines have the same sound. There are
two types of end rhyme in Filipino poetry: vowel rhyme (tugmang patinig) and
consonant rthyme (tugmang katinig).

Although there are five vowels in the Filipino alphabet, only three are used
for rhyme: a, i and o. Words that end in e are paired with those ending in ¢ while
words that end with u are paired with those ending in o. However, the accent
of a word which refers to different degrees of stress is a major consideration
in rhyme in Filipino poetry. There are four accents in Filipino: gentle or no
diacritic (malumay), fast or acute accent (mabilis), grave accent (malumi) and
circumflex accent (maragsa). Only words with no diacritic and acute accents
can rhyme with each other while only those with grave and circumflex accents
can rhyme with each other. For example, while kima (bed) and dila (tongue)
both end in -a, they are not considered rhyming words since kama has a gentle
accent while dila has a grave accent.

When it comes to consonant rhyme, there are two groups of rhyme: strong
rhyme and weak rhyme. The consonants b, k, d, g, p, s and t at the end of
the word fall under the first group while [, m, n, ng, r, w and y fall under the
second. For example, limos (alms), surot (bug) and bukod (separate) possess
a strong rhyme while tingin (look), lihim (secret) and kitil (nip) have a weak
rhyme.

Traditionally, there are only two levels of rhyme in Filipino poetry: common
rhyme (tugmang karaniwan) and marked rhyme (tugmang tudlikan). In the
20th century, another level was proposed by Filipino poet and novelist Inigo
Ed Regalado: the pure rhyme (tugmang dalisay). It is the highest level of rhyme
in Filipino poetry. Another level has been recognized to sit between pure rhyme
and marked rhyme and that is syllabary rhyme (tugmang pantigan).

Common rhyme is the lowest level and formed by pairing words that share
the same sound, whether gentle, fast, grave or circumflex. This means that if the
first line ends with -a, then the rest of the stanza should also end with -a. With
marked rhyme, the accent is considered as well: gentle will only rhyme with
gentle, fast with fast, grave with grave, and circumflex with circumflex. Only
one type can be adopted throughout the poem, that is, if the writer decides
to use gentle rhyme, each of the lines has to end with a gentle rhyme. With
syllabary rhyme, the paired words should have the same end vowel-consonant or
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consonant-vowel besides having the same accent. The highest level, pure rhyme,
requires not only the same accent and end vowel-consonant or consonant-vowel
but also the same vowel before the last syllable of the paired words. For the
most part, traditional Filipino poetry observes a single rhyme or monorhyme
scheme (tugmang isahan), one end sound for each stanza, represented by AAAA
in a quatrain, or throughout the poem.

6.4.1.2 Retaining the rhyme scheme

To preserve the couplets in Dahl’s and Silverstein’s poems (after all, the couplet
is one of the most widely used rhyme schemes in children’s poetry in English),
the translations for the study were created outside the constraints of these
levels of rhyme. Instead of adopting a traditional rhyme scheme, an effort was
made to ensure that the translations abided by the rules imposed on end rhyme
in traditional Filipino poetry: matching gentle with fast, and grave with cir-
cumflex for vowel rhyme, and following the dictates of strong and weak rhyme
for consonant rhyme. Matthews (1959: 67) believes that “to translate a poem
whole is to compose another poem. A whole translation will be faithful to the
matter [italics in the original] and it will approzimate [own emphasis| the form
of the original and it will have a life of its own which is the voice of the trans-
lator.” By approximating the form, the translator has to “invent formal effects
in his own language that give a sense of those produced by the original on its
own” (67)@

There are two reasons behind the decision to keep the original rhyme scheme
of continuing couplets in the translations used in the study. First, if it is as-
sumed that a poem’s given rhyme and rhythm of a poem contribute to its
humorous appeal, then work must be put into not altering the sound of the
original too much to retain the humor in the translation. This is particularly
important if the goal is to isolate these formal elements as factors in humor in
verse. Second, this exercise uses a form in the target language that tests the
potential of adhering to traditional formal rules in the target language while
favoring fidelity to a form in the source language that is unusual to tradition
in the target language to bring across the humorous effects of the original.

Although traditional Filipino poets employ the rigid repetition of sounds in
the traditional levels of rhyme, there are also examples in literature that reveal
experimentation with other rhyme scheme patterns such as a dual rhyming

25Nevertheless, some translators may not even go in that direction, ignoring conventions
in the target language and ensuring only the presence of lines and stanzas to signal that the
text is a poem. This is true among some contemporary Filipino poets who translate into
their own language. For instance, Poem 2 in the children’s poetry collection The Parlement
of Giraffes (1999) by renowned Filipino poet and National Artist for Literature José Garcia
Villa was translated by Hilario “Larry” Francia as a free verse from its original rhyming
couplets. Francia, however, kept the typography (i.e., how the lines form and break and how
the words are situated) of all of the poems in Villa’s book in his translation of the collection
and did not need to resort to any sort of invention in form. In an article on Philippine Headline
News Online, Villa was quoted to have said: “If I wrote in Tagalog, my poems would have
appeared just as Larry has written them!”
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scheme, which was influenced by the Spanish and English ways of poetry writing
(Rivera 2004: 30). Among contemporary works, this is seen for instance in the
children’s poems of Philippine National Artist for Literature Virgilio Almario
“Isang Linggo sa Sirko” (A Week at the Circus) and “Sa Kalendaryo Ko’ (In
My Calendar) both made up of rhyming couplets. It is likewise evident in his
poem about youth “Kapag Panahon ng Kidlat at Kulog” (When in the Time
of Lightning and Thunder) which uses alternate rhyme. It should be noted
that rhyming couplets are also present in native Philippine poetry as bugtong
(riddles) and salawikain (proverbs).

6.4.1.3 Retaining other sound elements

Specific acoustic techniques were taken into account in the translation of the
Dahl and Silverstein poems. Consider these two examples of alliteration:

1. a.) ST: The dentist’s face was turning white. He quivered, quaked and

shook.

b.) TT: Dentista’y  namutla. Katawa’y nangatog, nanginig,
nangatal.

c.) Dentist is paled. Body is quivered, quaked,
shook.

2. a.) ST: I'm sure that my left leg is broke—
b.) TT: Binti’y bali sa kaliwa pihado ‘to
c.) Legis broke in left sure this

Or of consonance:

3. a.) ST: I've counted sixteen chicken pox
b.) TT: Ang bulutong binilang ko labing-anim

c.) The chickenpox counted I sixteen

Where present, repetition was retained, as the following example shows:

4. a.) ST: “He’s after me! He’s after you! He’s going to eat us all!”

b.) TT: “Gusto niya ako! Gusto ka rin niyal Tayo’y sasak-
malin!”

c.) Wants it  mel Wants you too it! We will be de-
voured!
6.4.1.4 Creative replacement

Despite the commitment to translate the content as faithfully as possible, form
inevitably poses limitations in the end. Filipino words, whether nouns or verbs
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particularly conjugated ones, tend to be long and multisyllabic, at times redu-
plicated. Blake (1917: 425) maintains that nowhere is this “linguistic principle
more productive of results than in the Philippine languages, and here it prob-
ably finds its highest development in Tagalog.” To preserve the sound, content
has to be sacrificed in some instances. These include cases of word omission for
economy, as seen in the first example below (Example 5), and replacement of
one idea with another idea so that the words fit the meter. The latter proce-
dure, which can be called “creative replacement”, occurs when the translation
solution deviates from the original text but remains comparable to the origi-
nal and does not distort the message. The change does not arise, for instance,
from cultural considerations or norms and conventions in a linguistic system
but rather from factors related to form, i.e., its external structure. It does not
entail only a reformulation or in Jakobson’s term intralinguistic translation us-
ing paraphrasing, rephrasing or explanation but offers another idea that gives
semantically analogous information to the original. Thus, in the second ex-
ample below (Example 6), although the source text is easily translatable into
the target language and the resulting utterance is, for instance, grammatically
correct, the translator has no choice but to give in to the restrictions of the
form to maintain the creative features in the translation. In Koller’s five types
of equivalence relations, this is a kind of formal or expressive equivalence that
applies to form and aesthetics of the text, including style (Munday 2012: 74).

Creative replacement is situated between servitude and option, to borrow
the terminology of Vinay and Darlbelnet (Munday 2012: 91). On one hand, the
modulation of the message (Vinay and Darbelnet 1995) becomes obligatory
due to form-related constraints. On the other hand, it is non-obligatory in
that there is more than one way of expressing the original line in the target
language in a manner that will conform to the external structure. This shows
that although there is a difference between servitude and option, in the actual
practice of translation, approaches are not always clear-cut and solutions are
not definitive. As Mackenzie (1998: 201) brings to light, “many of the problems
that face translators are of the open-ended kind, i.e. there is no pre-determined
solution, they cannot be solved consciously under controlled conditions, and the
solutions cannot be subjected to absolute verification.” Moreover, in literary
translation, option is more important as this will bring out the “beauty” of the
text, a view that Vinay and Darbelnet themselves hold.

Below are two lines from the poems which employed creative replacement.

5. a.) ST: He said, “Right here and everywhere my teeth require repair.”
b.) TT: Bukang-bibig niya, “Ang mga ngipin ko’y dapat nang ipasta.”
c.) Back translation: He uttered, “My teeth need filling.”

6. a.) ST: My hip hurts when I move my chin
b.) TT: Pag ngumuya, kumikirot ang balakang
c.) Back translation: When I chew, my hip hurts
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6.4.1.5 Expected results

It can be said that, first, Matthews was right when he claimed that translating
a form can only approximate the form of the original. In the translated poems
of Dahl and Silverstein, it was possible to recreate the original rhyme scheme of
continuing couplets since rhyme is also present in the traditional poetry of the
target language. However, the rules for creating rhyme in the target language
are different than in the source language. Furthermore, certain rules in the
target language had to be sacrificed to keep the original rhyme scheme. Second,
the two Filipino translations produced show that other sound elements such as
alliteration can be preserved but at the expense of content. This is done, for
example, for economy. The concept of “creative replacement” was introduced
as a solution for changing the original text with a comparable idea that does
not depart from the original message. In accordance with standard practices
and widely-held beliefs, the expectation was that form would be more decisive
than content in preserving humor in the translated forms and that the children
would respond more favorably to the translations that prioritized form.

6.4.2 Translating for content

While the Filipino translation for form used in this study adhered mainly to
strategies that recreate the original poems’ acoustic properties, lexical corre-
spondence was the dominant consideration in translating for content — the
“meaning” of the text. The goal of translating for content in this study is
to “remain true to the original words and their relations” (Paterson 2006 in
Robinson 2010). For Paterson, this means glossing the original but not trying
to replace it, the result of which is a translation and not a version. Paterson
(2006 in Robinson 2010) describes the latter as follows: it uses the original as
a “detailed ground-plan” but builds “a robust home in a new country, in its
vernacular architecture, with local words for its brick and local music for its
mortar.” In other words, unlike a translation, a version’s aim is to stand on its
own as a poem that should not be compared to the original (Robinson 2010).

6.4.2.1 Free verse

Although the poems translated for content focus on meaning rather than form,
the production is still intra-genre, meaning that poetry was translated as po-
etry, as signaled by the poetic line breaks and enjambment. In this aspect, the
translation bears a structural resemblance to the source text. Be that as it
may, the translation aimed at finding, in the words of Nida (2012), the “clos-
est possible equivalent” in the target language, without paying attention to the
poem’s other formal characteristics such as similarity of sounds, pauses between
words or the number of syllables per line. The result is a free verse, free from
limitations of regular meter, rhythm and rhyme.

Free verse does not conform to a fixed pattern. Instead, it is designed around
“sentence logic”: each poetic line is based on the various ways by which con-
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stituent units (phrases, clauses) are put together to make the sentence (Abad
2004: 161). Recall the assertion of Sloan (2001: 53) that, for children, free verse
is an “acquired taste.” Nevertheless, referring to children’s writer Spike Milligan
whom he considers lacking in “ear for rhythm”, he also mentions how children
do not see such “subtleties” and enjoy only the “inventiveness of [Milligan’s|
imagination and absurd language.” As part of the methodology, a translation
in free verse is produced to test its humorous appeal to children.

However, being “free” does not mean that there are no limits to the trans-
lator’s moves. First, the translator still has to work within the linguistic rules
of the target language, ensuring that the translation sounds natural, neither
forced nor unsuitable, in the new language. Also, as there is no perfect cor-
respondence between languages (Nida 2012), the translator will face decision
points that may result in altering, omitting or adding to the content of the
source text. In the example below, the word “poor” was omitted in the trans-
lation as the addition of its equivalent in Filipino (“kaawa-awa”) would make
the rendering sound awkward (i.e., line will be too long) and would make the
line complex with the presence of two adjectives. Translation involves not only
linguistic competence — the ability to create accurate sentences or how sen-
tence is organized in terms of grammar — but also communicative competence
— how sentence is used in communication, what utterances in the language are
communicatively correct or appropriate for the context.

7. a.) ST: The poor old dentist wrung his hands and, weeping in despair,

b.) TT: Pinilipit ng matandang dentista ang mga kamay at nangingiyak
sa pangamba

c.) Back translation: The old dentist wrung his hands and weeping in
fear

Third, the translation is not a recreation of the source text in which the
translator has taken too many liberties such that the target text is barely
recognizable from the original. It is quite the opposite: sufficient respect has
been given to the source text in the translation. This is guided by Newmark’s
(1988: 73) position on literal translation: “. .. the re-creative part of translation
is often exaggerated, and the literal part underestimated, particularly in literary
translation, but also in other types of texts which have nothing linguistically
wrong with them, which are competently written.”

Similarly, it can be noted above that “weeping in despair” became “crying in
fear” in the Filipino translation. Had “despair” been retained in the translation,
the Filipino equivalent would have been “kawalan ng pag-asa” which sounds
more prosaic than lyrical. It also sounds too formal and the mental image that
it gives is hugely lacking in humor. This is a possible risk that translators must
be aware of when translating a poem for content without regard to form. On
the one hand, the absence of form brings with it a degree of freedom by allowing
the translator to broaden the range of word options that can fit the target text,
which tests the translator’s literary ability in both the source language and the
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target language — a “craftsman-like effort” as Robinson (2010: 5) puts it. But
on the other hand, the lack of a strict guide that limits solutions can make
it very easy to make word choices that are more appropriate for prose than
poetry, especially if the goal is to preserve only the meaning of the source text.

6.4.2.2 Expected results

The expectation was that the children in the reading sessions would find the
translations prioritizing content either not as funny as the translations for form
or not funny at all. Translating only for content does not mean completely
disregarding the features that make poetry what it is. By maintaining the
characteristics that signal the text as a verse, the translator still yields to
the constraints of poetry even if the resulting product is a “free” verse. The
translations of the poems of Dahl and Silverstein are not “recreations” that
are hardly similar to the original because, borrowing Newmark’s words, the
original is already “competently written.” However, for the current study, it was
predicted that translating only for content would be secondary to translating
for form when it comes to preserving humor in verse. This is because children
are used to hearing rhyme and rhythm in children’s poetry which, as other
scholars have concluded (cf. Sloan 2001 and Fisher and Natarella 1982), are
enjoyable for them.

6.4.3 Translating proper names

6.4.3.1 Stylistic and structural considerations

In translating proper names centered on form, certain stylistic and structural
features must be considered. Although a proper name can have an overt or
covert meaning, it may also have been picked out from many alternatives simply
for its aesthetic value. This seems to be the case with the name “Peggy Ann
McKay” in Silverstein’s “Sick.” Of course, even if the name is neither descriptive
nor meaningful, it does not mean that it is not non-informative (Nord 2003:
183). We know from the name that the character in the poem is a girl and the
fact that it is a typical American name gives away her geographical origin and
cultural background. However, it appears that for the most part, it has been
chosen for being a “nice name”, a pleasing and satisfying option that meets
the poem’s stylistic and structural needs. It is a good rhyme for the couplet,
fits the iambic requirements of the composition and falls within the syllable
count for each line. More rules and restrictions than prose govern poetry as
a literary expression— prose and poetry are two “different specimens of art,”
writes Scott (1904) — and these formal regularities determine the choices that
the poet makes.

These rules also influenced the translation of the proper name in the poem
“Sick” which places weight on form. Because there is no long /a/ sound in Fil-
ipino, which can be heard in the American English pronunciation of “McKay”,
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retaining the American name in the target text will upset the end-rhyme -aw
in the opening couplet of the translation. The name was substituted with “Ana
Kalaw” to correspond to the four syllables needed after the last caesura: “Ana”
as the Filipino variant of “Ann” (which also turns “Ann” into two syllables) and
“Kalaw” to imitate the striking & in “McKay.” Substitution replaces a name
by another name from the target language (Van Coillie 2006: 123). Due to the
syllable count, a choice had to be made between “Peggy” and “Ann”; the latter,
having a Filipino equivalent, was deemed more desirable. The only way that
“Peggy Ann” could be retained in the translation is by replacing “McKay” with
a monosyllabic Chinese surname such as Lao, Cao or Hao, which are found in
the Philippines, to maintain the -aw end rhyme as well as the four syllables
dictated by form. But the rhyme will fail if the child misconstrues and mis-
reads these surnames as disyllabic. In the end, “Ana Kalaw” was selected for
its better acoustic properties derived from assonance (i.e., the repetition of the
short /a/).

6.4.3.2 Equivalent effect

The name has been changed for the content-oriented target text as well to be
consistent with the translation for form. For the content-focused translation,
priority is given to equivalence in effect. Newmark (1988: 83) notes: “Normally a
translator can treat cultural terms more freely than institutional terms” and as
shown earlier, the American name carries some cultural information. The pro-
cess of decision-making for this purpose is more complicated. It entails finding a
Filipino name that has an equivalent effect, in the sense mentioned in Chapter
4. But what is the effect of the original American name in the first place? As it
is, the name could give any number of impressions. However, by evaluating it
against what the composition itself conveys, the reader will find that the name
has a playful sound to it, perhaps somewhat mischievous and certainly not se-
rious. The resulting translation is “Pilar Ana Macalalag” which approximates
the effect of the original at the sonic and sensory levels. At the level of sound,
the name in the target text begins with the letters p, ¢ and m — extra effort
was given to arrive at a Filipino surname that imitates the Mc- sound in the
original — so that the names in the source text and target text have similar or-
thography and phonology (Fernandes 2006). Thus, the translation resorted to
phonological replacement, a procedure in which “the target text name attempts
to mimic phonological features of a source text name by replacing the latter
with an existing name in the target language which somehow invokes the sound
image of the source language being replaced” (Fernandes 2006: 54). Phonologi-
cal replacement is particularly useful in poetry where sound profoundly affects
the reader’s response.
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6.4.3.3 Equivalent terms

While the translations of the proper nouns in “Sick” entailed different consider-
ations for the focus-centered and content-centered target texts, the translation
of the proper names in “The Dentist and the Crocodile” relied on equivalent
terms for both the focus-oriented and content-oriented translations because the
names themselves have meaning. The translation of the proper names in “The
Dentist and the Crocodile” is eased by the availability of a dictionary equiva-
lent for “crocodile” in Filipino, “buwaya.” Both common nouns have been used
as proper names in the original poem and its Filipino translation. The proper
name “Crocodile” is meaningful in that it represents the category of the creature
and characteristics around which the narrative revolves so it must be carried
over into the translation. The only challenge is finding a corresponding name
for the contracted “Croc” and the diminutive “Crocky” because unlike in the
source culture, the word “buwaya” is used only in this form in the target culture
with no shortened variation. In the end, it was necessary to create a new name,
“Buwi”, in the translation that follows the hypocoristic form of the nicknames
derived from the word “crocodile.”

6.5 Design of the poetry reading sessions

A total of nine poetry reading sessions were conducted with the children. The
target number of participants per session was three to four. However, the target
number was not always reached: one pupil did not attend the first session in
the first round while two pupils were absent from the first session of the second
round. The children in the second round who did not make it on their assigned
session date for various personal reasons were placed in other groups at the
request of their parents. In the ideal set-up of the study, two sessions should
have been devoted to discussing the poem translated into Filipino according
to content and another two sessions to discussing the translation according to
form. However, a fifth session was held to accommodate the children who missed
their sessions in the second round. All sessions were conducted and recorded on
Zoom, the video conferencing platform the children use for school. The children
logged in with their school accounts but they did not change their screen names
for pseudo-anonimization. The author of the thesis kept the name as identifying
information during the reading sessions because experts (e.g., Russell 2014)
advise calling someone by his/her name to build better connection and increase
trust and positive communication. Nevertheless, instead of actual names, codes
were used in the transcripts and this thesis.

During the reading sessions, videos of the translations in mp4 format were
shown to the participants. The videos were made using MS PowerPoint. One
video was made for Dahl’s poem and another for Silverstein’s poem. Each video
had a voice recording of the poem being read by the author, accompanied by
slides with the poem’s text and original illustration/s taken from the books
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The length of the videos was from 1:42 minutes to 1:58 minutes. The videos
were played to the children using screenshare. While the aim was to finish each
session in 45 minutes, the actual discussions ran from 36 minutes to 54 minutes.
Studies show that group discussions with children under the age of 10 should
not exceed 45 minutes (Vaughn et al. 1998 in Heary and Hennessy 2002) but
they can run for up to 60-90 minutes with 8- to 12-year-old children (Heary and
Hennessy 2002, Kennedy et al. 2001). The length of a typical class for Grade 3
pupils at UPIS is 50 minutes.

Table 1: Distribution of participants

Group Focus of transla- No. of participants No. of participants
tion (Round 1) (Round 2)

1 Content 2 boys 1 girl

2 Content 3 girls 2 boys, 1 girl

3 Form 4 boys 3 girls

4 Form 4 girls 3 boys

5 Content 2 girls, 1 boy

6.5.1 Semi-structured interviews

The sessions were conducted as semi-structured group interviews. Ritchie and
Lewis (2003: 37) clarify that “group interviews” or “group discussions” were the
terms known in the field before the phrase “focus groups” became increasingly
popular in social research. They used “focus groups” and “group discussions”
interchangeably. They explain that while the former is now “the most widely
recognized term”, the latter “conveys better the idea of a group which may be
more or less focused or structured depending on the requirements of the study,
and in which data is generated and shaped through discussion” (37). For this
reason, the preferred terms in this study are “group interviews” and “group
discussions.” In semi-structured interviews, the “interviewer asks key questions
in the same way each time and does some probing for further information, but
this probing is more limited than in unstructured, in-depth interviews” (Ritchie
and Lewis 2003: 111). The image below presents the predetermined questions
asked during the sessions. It should be noted that the questions are a mix of
open-ended, closed-ended and poll (multiple choice) questions. The variety was
deliberate to minimize the participants’ lack of enthusiasm and fatigue.
Although the questions were prepared in advance, the author allowed some
degree of flexibility, for instance, in the order of the questions if it felt more
natural in the conversation. Some questions were also rephrased, such as using
“connect with” or “see yourself” in place of “relate” in the last two questions
when the questions seemed to be daunting for the participants and did not
obtain responses. Probing questions were aimed at inquiring into the reasons
behind an answer specifically to a closed-ended question. Probing was also used
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1. Do you like reading poems?
2. What kind of poems do you like to read?
3. Do you like reading poems on your own or do you like it better when they are read to you by your teacher or your mommy or daddy?
4. Which do you like more: reading poems or reading stories?

5. Do you read more in English or in Filipino?

=m

6. Was it easy to understand? 9. Was it easy to understand?
7. How funny was it: very funny, somewhat funny or not funny? 10. How funny was it: very funny, somewhat funny or not funny?
8. What was funny: the situation, characters or language? 11. What was funny: the situation, characters or language?

12. Which was funnier: the first or the second poem?
13. How can we make the poems funny/funnier?
14.Do the poems inspire you to read other poems?
15.Do the poems inspire you to read other Filipino poems?
16. Would they still be funny if you read them alone or were they funny because you read them with other children?
17. For whom were the poems written: for kids, for adults or for kids and adults?
18. As kids, can you relate to the poems?

19. As Filipinos , can you relate to the poems?

Figure 1: The interview questions translated into English. The questionnaire
in Filipino is attached as Appendix F

for understanding responses that were vague or too general. For instance, if the
participant found the poem difficult to understand, he or she was asked which
of its aspects or parts were regarded as challenging.

6.5.2 Benefits of group interviews

Group interviews are ideal for eliciting children’s views if the author creates a
pleasant atmosphere in which children want to become involved in the discus-
sion. Adler et al. (2019: 2) in particular note how focus groups “can be used to
create a safe peer environment for children.” Citing Shaw et al. (2011), they
also report that focus groups can avoid some of the power imbalances that arise
between an adult and a child in a one-on-one interview. But Adler et al. were
right to emphasize that only some of such power imbalances can be avoided. In
the reading sessions, the author would wait for an answer to be volunteered by
the participants. Few participants responded without being called, particularly
for closed-ended questions. For the most part, however, the children patiently
waited to be called, possibly because this is how their typical class is set up.
This can also be cultural: Filipino children are taught to respect adults and
speaking only if directly addressed by an adult is a sign of respect. The chil-
dren waited for their turn even if it was made clear that they could answer
and react at any point in the discussion without raising their hands and being
called. There were advantages to asking the pupils one by one though. The dis-
cussions were organized. There was equal participation among the children and
the discussion was not limited to the more dominant or active individuals and
their ideas. It encouraged the children to think and contribute to the discus-
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sion and all of the participants answered each question. Asking the participants
one at a time was particularly helpful in giving a chance to the shy or quieter
members of the group to share their answers.

6.5.3 Drawbacks of group interviews

A downside of this method is that it makes the response less natural and
spontaneous. Another disadvantage is the likely pressure put on children to
respond, seeing that the other participants were able to answer. To counteract
this possibility, the author was careful to avoid coercion. For instance, if the
child did not know the answer to a question, saying either “I don’t know” or
nothing at all, the author tried to encourage the participant to respond by
offering some answers from which he or she could choose or get ideas. If the
participant still did not know the answer, the author accepted the response
and moved forward with the discussion. The author also limited the probing
questions to an initial response to one or two questions, even if the answer to
the probing question could still be made clearer so that the children did not
feel that they were being challenged.

Although the interaction was mainly between the author and the partic-
ipants, there were also traces of interaction between the participants. These
centered on sharing similar responses (“Same as the answer of [participant]”),
supplementing responses, for instance, adding to the suggested alternative end-
ings of the poems given by the other children, and acknowledging the presence
of other participants (“For [participant|, it’s obviously going to be language” or
“T will just let [participant] speak”).

6.5.4 General evaluation of the sessions

Ennis and Chen (2012) suggest that in conducting semi-structured interviews,
the researcher should briefly summarize the initial response of a participant
to show that it has been understood. A probing question can follow this if
more specific information is needed. Other researchers likewise recommend this
technique such as Nyumba et al. (2018: 29) who, citing Morgan et al. (1998)
and Litosseliti (2004), list “good and active listening skills to... paraphras|e]
or summaris|e] responses” as among the desirable skills of the facilitator of a
focus group. In this study, the author not only repeated or summarized the
response but also asked for the correctness of the summary using questions
such as “Is that right?” (Tama ba?), “Is that what you mean?” ("Yun ba ang
ibig mong sabihin?) or “Did I hear it correctly?” (Tama ba ang dinig ko?).
Seeking confirmation from the participants on the accuracy of the summary
was particularly helpful in virtual discussions where poor voice clarity (arising
from problems with microphones and headphones or their placement, connec-
tion issues or even from loud background noise in the participant’s home) can
easily make it impossible for the author to understand responses. In addition,
confirmatory questions give the participants the feeling that their ideas are not
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only valid but also valued that the author would want to ensure that they were
well understood.

Also important to the success of the group discussions was a relaxed and
comfortable environment which the author created as best as she could. The
children were eager to discuss their favorite books, authors or poems with-
out being asked. They felt at ease in correcting the author when there were
inaccuracies as illustrated by the following dialogue:

Researcher: C4, do you like reading poetry?

CJ shakes her head.

Researcher: Why don’t you like it?

C4 does not reply.

Researcher: Is it hard? Is it boring?

C4: T don’t know.

Researcher: What was that again, C47

C4: 1 don’t read that much.

Researcher: Oh, you don’t read that much poetry. You just don’t
like it.

C4: T just don’t read poetry. It’s not that I don’t like it. I just don’t
read it.

Similarly, they were open to sharing information about themselves, even
information that could have backfired, such as admitting having faked sickness
to avoid going to school — this reflects trust in the researcher. Many children
spontaneously elaborated their answers to closed-ended questions. Even the
more reserved, soft-spoken participants were confident in their responses. While
attending an online discussion from the comfort of their own homes could have
helped some children to relax, it also had its disadvantages, mainly that it
divided the attention of some of them. There were participants who left the
session to grab a snack or walked to another room of the house. Those who
lacked a private space in which to participate in the discussion talked to the
other people who were present with them. The majority of the participants,
however, were able to resist distractions around them which the author of
this thesis found impressive. The author also found that it helped to reiterate
questions as she moved from one participant to the next. This technique added
to the conversational quality of the discussion and eased the burden on the
children, who have much shorter attention spans than adultﬂ to remember
the questions. In fact, a few children would ask for the question to be repeated
even as they were in the middle of answering it. Reiterating questions kept
the children engaged and helped them stay focused. For the author, this also
presented opportunities to improve the questions. For example, if a question
in its original wording was confusing or unclear for one participant, it was
rephrased using simpler language or accompanied by a short explanation for
the other participants.

26For an 8-year-old child, the average attention span is 16 to 24 minutes.
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There are drawbacks to conducting group discussions virtually. Technical
glitches resulting from poor internet connection not only affected children’s
participation in the discussion but also altered the overall flow of the discus-
sion. Aside from causing a lag between the video and audio or causing the
video to freeze, low internet bandwidth or poor connectivity also forced a few
participants to turn their cameras off or to log in and out of the web confer-
encing application in the middle of the discussion. Some questions then had to
be repeated and the recording of the poems had to be replayed for those who
missed them which consumed extra time.

The benefits of the virtual setting, however, outweigh the drawbacks. First,
the experience of spontaneity that one gets in a face-to-face setting was not
entirely lost; children could still respond and react immediately and quickly.
Second, it was convenient for the children to participate in the sessions. One
pupil could join the session even while traveling in the car. Another participant
who had mouth problems and could not speak was able to answer the questions
using the chat feature of the web meeting software. Furthermore, instead of
verbally interrupting the researcher or another participant, some children opted
to use the chat box to respond to the question or react to what has been said.
This prevented the participants from talking simultaneously which made for a
clearer audio recording. To ensure that the other participants did not miss what
has been said in the chat, the author of this thesis read the written responses
or comments aloud to the group. Finally, the online discussions were easier
to record, video and audio alike, compared to physical meetings that would
have required more equipment and logistical preparations. Extra care is needed
for recording online sessions though as the settings of the video conferencing
application can change at any time. In this study, the second-round sessions
had not been recorded in the preferred gallery view where all the participants
could be seen at the same time. Instead, they were recorded in speaker view
(i.e., only the person speaking was shown on the screen) because the developer
changed the default setting and the author did not know this beforehand. As a
result, the physiological responses (e.g., laughter or smiles) of most participants
to the poems as they were read had not been captured on video. This shows
that a test run is required prior to each reading session.

6.6 Effect of the pandemic on the research design

The Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant effect on the research methodol-
ogy, especially since the children who were the target participants in the study
were severely affected by restrictive measures to contain the spread of the virus.
When Covid-19 arrived in the Philippines, the national government imposed
variations of lockdowns, ordered schools to close and prohibited children from
going outside their residences even for exercise or play. As a result, learning
from home with the help of a web conferencing platform, which in the past was
mostly used by adults, became the alternative to face-to-face instruction for



110 Children’s Response to Humor in Translated Poetry

many school children particularly in Metro Manila. These emergency actions
changed the course of the research, with data gathering relying on remote group
discussions instead of the planned in-person reading sessions. By the time the
online discussions were conducted, the children had been attending real-time
virtual classes for more than a year, had adapted to the switch to the online en-
vironment and were familiar with the technology. Thus, it was already natural
for them to interact and participate in a discussion remotely and this showed
in their performance, not only how they navigated the technology-based plat-
form but also in how they contributed to the discussion. Ultimately, the shift
in research design proved to be very favorable in terms of data collection as
mentioned in the preceding section. The biggest impact of the pandemic on the
research design was thus on recruitment as discussed in section 6.3.3 above.

6.7 Transcribing the group discussions

Saldanha and O’Brien (2014: 128) articulate that before transcribing, one has
to first decide on the amount of verbal and non-verbal detail to include in the
transcript and which conventions to use. They mention two kinds of transcrip-
tion in this regard: denaturalized transcription and naturalized transcription.
The first “attempts to retain features of the oral language” (e.g., prosody, false
starts, filler words and pauses) while the second “omits the oral discoursal fea-
tures” and “reads more like written language.” Because the verbal data in this
study will not be analyzed linguistically, it was practical to choose naturalized
transcription over denaturalized transcription. However, audible pauses such
as “ums” and non-verbal nuances including smiles and laughter were still cap-
tured in the transcription since they also supplement verbal response to humor,
which is what the study aims to examine.

The sessions were transcribed manually by the author from video recordings.
The original transcripts were in a mix of Filipino and English, the languages
used in the group discussions, and subsequently translated entirely into English
so that they could be understood by the non-Filipino speaking members of the
research team. In the qualitative data analysis, however, the transcripts in the
original languages were used. Nikander (2008: 229) considers transcription and
translation as a process of “double rendering” which “adds... another layer of
complication.” Alyzood et al. (2019) point out the inconsistencies in the use of
translation for pre- or post-analysis. They note:

A number of papers argued the importan|ce] of analysing data in
the participant’s native language to ensure the meaning and context
was truly represented and not lost in translation (Brooke et al.
2019, Mariani et al. 2016, Chen and Boore 2010). However, other
studies have translated all data into English to support analysis by
the full research team (Selman et al. 2017, Mariani et al. 2016).
There is a clear need for evidence-based guidance on the reporting
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of translation, transcription and analysis of focus group data from
countries with linguistic difficulties.

Although there was the option to use the automated transcription feature
of the video conferencing application in the second round of discussiong®’} the
author still decided on manual transcription because its advantages, especially
decoding important information and describing the occurrence of non-verbal
or inaudible language, outweigh automatically-transcribed content, which must
still be checked for accuracy. The researcher is the best person to judge what
is or is not meaningful in the collected responses and to determine which parts
to transcribe in detail, for instance, where pauses and laughter matter. This is
why transcription entails a translation (Slembrouck 2007 and ten Have 2007
in Davidson 2009: 38). Transcription is a “selective” process “whereby certain
phenomena or features of talk and interaction are transcribed” (Davidson 2009:
38). In other words, it is “based on a ‘selective rendering of the data’”(Heritage
and Atkinson, 1984: 12 in Nikander 2008: 226). In the example below, the par-
ticipant hesitates in his initial response and the researcher writes “yes” precisely
as spoken using word lengthening and a question mark to denote reluctance.
A transcription software or program cannot record such expression of uncer-
tainty. It is important to represent this in the transcription because when the
researcher took notice of the hesitation, the participant was quick to give a
more decisive answer, which suggests an interviewer’s effect on a participant.

Researcher: Okay. So, was the poem easy to understand?
C24: Pardon?

Researcher: Was the poem easy to understand?

C24: Um yeees?

Researcher: Yes. C24 doesn’t seem sure.

C24: Tt’s easy to understand the poem.

Another significant advantage of having the researcher transcribe the dis-
cussions is that the researcher “gets to know the data thoroughly and helps to
inform decisions that have to be taken regarding the subsequent coding of the
data” (Saldanha and O’Brien 2014: 128). Some categories emerge during the
transcription process (Davidson 2009). For instance, a few participants in this
study mentioned pictures but the responses were not numerically significant to
merit a separate category. In the end, the related responses were clustered with
other codes. This is why the importance of the transcription process should
not be “underestimated”, according to Saldanha and O’Brien (2014: 128, citing
Bucholtz 2000) because it already “imposes a layer of interpretation on the lan-
guage used by participants.” They add that “the more complex and rich verbal
data that is obtained from interviews or focus groups is likely to trigger an
analysis process at a very early stage” and “this is particularly the case in small
scale projects where the interviewer /moderator and the researcher are the same

27This feature was not available when the first round of discussions was held.
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person” (189). How much to transcribe depends on why one is transcribing and
how much data one has (Hepburn and Bolden 2017: 14). In a conversation
analytic study, for example, it is not enough to make simple transcripts us-
ing standard orthography as many aspects of the interaction might be missed.
Hepburn and Bolden (2017: 14) add that there are “different levels of how much
to capture from the sound or video files that form [the] data” and recommend
that “when setting out, a standard orthographic [or verbatim]| transcript may
be enough to familiarize [the researcher| with [the| data.” In producing a verba-
tim transcript, the researcher should not be “tempted to ‘tidy up’ the grammar,
e.g. change words around and introduce words that aren’t there.” The following
example has some grammatical lapses left unedited in the transcription.

Researcher: C16, have you thought of how to make number 2 funny?
C16: The mother will say “I thought you were sick.” I mean, she will
be given a lot of medicines a lot of times a day then she cannot resist
she will say “Please no.” The mother will say “You need to take it
because you are sick” then she will say that she’s not sick.
Researcher: Ah, so she has to take medicine and C17 said she would
be given “100 vegetable” a day.

C15: Then the medicine a thousand, a thousand medicine a day. In
all.

Researcher: One thousand medicine. That’s a lot. How can she take
that?

C17 laughs.

Needless to say, a significant drawback of manual transcription, aside from
being slower, is that the audio is not always easy to understand, for instance,
when two participants speak at the same time or when they talk very fast and
their pronunciation is not clear. In some of these instances, the author asked
the participants to repeat their response to improve the quality of verbal data
for transcription. For instance, in the transcription of the last discussion in
the second round, there were 10 responses in which a few words or the whole
sentences were hard to comprehend. Five of the 10 responses were repeated
by the participants upon the request of the author, leaving only five responses
partially or entirely unclear.

It is worth mentioning as well that during the discussions, the author was
careful to verbalize inaudible verbal responses (i.e. noes, yeses and okays uttered
while the microphone was muted and any comment written in the chat box)
and non-verbal language (e.g., nodding or shaking of the head or laughing while
the microphone was turned off) in anticipation of the transcription process.
Otherwise, these utterances and gestures, which can be substantial, are lost
from the data because they cannot be picked up during audio transcription
(Ritchie and Lewis 2003: 182). This is particularly important in the second
round of discussions when only the speaker is visible in the video recording.
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6.8 Data analysis

The first step in the analysis process involved putting together all relevant
responses for each participant in a session using MS Word. Each Word file
representing one session was named “responses_ Group [number]| [first/second|
round.” The second step was to import each MS Word file in Atlas.ti using
the “Add document” feature. As a result, nine documents were created in the
program representing the nine poetry reading sessions. Atlas.ti is a computer-
assisted qualitative data analysis software that aids qualitative research. Based
on the methods of grounded theory and content analysis, the software can be
used to locate, code/tag, annotate and visualize data such as text. The third
step entailed coding each quote in Atlas.ti. A total of 15 codes composed of
414 quotations were used for analysis. Atlas.ti was chosen as it was deemed
suitable for the research goals. It is readily available (Leiden University has a
multiple user license), user friendly, intuitive and easy to learn by a beginner to
computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software. Furthermore, the features
of the software are sufficient to the degree of complexity of the research project,
which only required organizing qualitative responses and assigning codes to
them.

6.8.1 Coding responses

The codes were derived from the interview questions which in turn explored the
research questions. For instance, the questions on what made the poem funny
and how the poem could be made funnier aimed to examine the adequacy of
existing theoretical and conceptual models in explaining what children find
funny. These two questions were coded as “what is funny” and “ending”, re-
spectively. Deductive coding, also known as top-down coding or concept-driven
coding, was chosen as method of analysis since the set of codes was already de-
termined beforehand. Excerpts that fit the codes and are most representative
of the findings were selected from the transcriptions. A predefined structure in
the presentation of the findings, one that follows the natural, logical flow of the
interview questions, was also a strong reason for using the deductive approach.
For example, as seen in section 6.4.1, the questions moved chronologically from
inquiring into the participants’ understanding of the texts to their response to
the poems’ funniness. Thus, one clear advantage of the deductive method in
this case is that it makes it easier to structure the data for analysis because it
observes the sequence of the questions used in the reading sessions.

The codes with the number of responses for each code in parentheses are as
follows:

e can relate as a child (26)
e can relate as a Filipino (25)

e casy to understand (44)
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e cnding (27)

e funnier poem (23)

e how funny (52)

e intended audience (26)

e language (26)

e poetry (38)

e reading alone versus read by others (17)
e reading alone versus reading with others (26)
e reading more in Filipino (15)

e reading more poems (23)

e story versus poem (15)

e what is funny (30)

6.8.2 Cross-tabulation analysis

Aside from analyzing the codes on their own, the responses were also inter-
preted using cross-tabulation analysis to identify data patterns and significant
associations. Cross-tabulation was performed for each participant using MS
Excel. The responses were tallied in MS Excel, with the results displayed in
tables. Although Atlas.ti has a cross-tabulation analysis feature, the author did
not have the know-how to perform it, hence, the decision to use MS Excel. The
following were the cross-tabulated codes:

e language + read more in Filipino

language + how funny

easy to understand + what is funny

easy to understand + how funny

easy to understand + read alone versus read by others

In some cases, the analysis treated Dahl’s and Silverstein’s poems sepa-
rately. This was done to make vivid what children find funny in the poems.
Although sharing certain similarities (e.g., both humorous and relying on the
element of surprise), the poems were also different from each other particu-
larly in terms of genre (one realistic; the other fantastical). The following codes
generated a separate analysis for either poem:
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e language + how funny

e easy to understand

e casy to understand + what is funny

e casy to understand + how funny

e casy to understand + read alone versus read by others
e intended audience

e can relate as children

e how funny

Moreover, two codes were cross-tabulated with gender to determine whether
there are gender differences in the way children perceive humor. These are the
codes that probed “how funny” the poems were and “what [wals funny” in them.
Children’s humor is often investigated in connection with age (in other words,
from a developmental perspective) but not gender so this study’s findings may
provide valuable insights in this aspect.

6.8.3 Responses to the form-centered and content-centered
translations

As presented in section 4.2, two translations were produced for the poetry
reading sessions: one focused on form and another on content. Two tables were
created to display the data relevant to the translation focus. One table presents
the results on the funniness of the poems (“how funny”) versus the focus of
translation (form or content). Another table expands the analysis by showing
the funniness of the poems and focus of translation against the factor of gender.
Dahl’s and Silverstein’s poems were analyzed separately in both tables. These
results address one of the main questions of this research.

As mentioned, the responses to the humor in the poems of Dahl and Sil-
verstein were analyzed separately. This allowed a closer examination of how
previously identified humor categories could be applied to the two poems. The
overall humor in the two poems were also different, but both with an ironic
twist in the end. Looking at the poems separately made it possible to deter-
mine specifically what kind of humor appealed more to children than did not.
For instance, an analysis of responses to Silverstein’s poem point to the female
participants’ tendency to be more empathetic to characters in unpleasant sit-
uations which made the poem less humorous. One of the research objectives
is to make the gender differences in humor appreciation more evident as this
aspect is often disregarded in other studies.
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6.8.4 Strengths of the data

One of the strengths of a semi-structure interview, which also reflects on the
outcome and collected data, is it ensures that a broader range of topics rel-
evant to the research questions is covered. Having a set of questions guided
the discussion and kept participants on topic, making it possible to ask more
questions in a limited amount of time. Because it covers more topics and offers
numerical findings (some of the questions can be regarded as closed questions),
a strength of the data is it allows the examination of relationships between
different variables. This augments the qualitative analysis of the responses by
deriving more insights such as patterns and trends.

The results chapter likewise includes feedback from the participants and
parents on the poetry reading sessions. Although not analyzed, feedback pro-
vides additional qualitative data that supports the positive effect of the sessions
on the participants and their reported shift of interest toward reading and en-
joyment of poetry.

6.8.5 Limitations of the data

One clear limitation of the data is that because the groups are so small, the data
cannot be analyzed statistically since the test would not have enough power. An
obvious suggestion for future research is to recruit more participants to address
the limited quantitative analysis. Another limitation of the data is that it does
not present the responses from all of the participants. This is because in some
of the poetry reading sessions, the researcher failed to ask certain questions
in the predefined questionnaire in an attempt to make the discussion more
conversational and natural. For example, if the participant’s response touches
on another question, the researcher proceeds to ask that question even if it
was not necessarily next in the sequence of questions and despite missing one
or more questions in the prepared questionnaire. In some cases, too, while
asking a participant, the researcher was interrupted by other participants and
thus unable to elicit an answer from the intended participant. But such is the
nature of a semi-structured interview: it is open and flexible. As a result, some
of the codes have fewer than 26 responses. These include the codes “story versus
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poem”, “read more in Filipino” and “read alone versus read with others.”

6.9 Conclusions

Although fewer pupils enrolled in the study for reasons such as competition with
other research calls and experiences associated with Covid-19, the turnout was
still ideal for creating groups of 2 to 4 participants. It is advisable to match
the size of groups with age; in the case of children 10 years old and younger, it
has been found that groups with four to six individuals are best for generating
discussion and managing activities (Mareschal and Delaney, 2019).
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Scholars have mentioned how group interviews can create a safe and pleas-
ant environment for children to voice their thoughts as they minimize the power
disparities in one-on-one interviews between adult researchers and child partic-
ipants. However, even if power was distributed in such a setup where children
were free to express their views and experiences, culture and the school setting
still affected the adult-child relationship. Some of the children referred to the
author as “Teacher” which indicates how they perceived the role of the author in
the activity and her “legitimate authority” over them. Similarly, as mentioned
in Chapter 3 on humor, one limitation of group interviews is that they tend to
be “artificial” in that participants can be pressured to conform to others.

Notwithstanding this limitation, group interview was still selected for data
collection as one of the study’s goals was to determine whether humor is in-
deed a social act, that is, whether children find a text more humorous if read
or discussed with other children. Putting participants together in a session can
produce different findings than individual interviews as children may behave
differently in a group. Similarly, being in a group allows participants to en-
counter firsthand what it means to collectively read and discuss a humorous
text, resulting in responses that better capture the experience. The design of
the procedure also addresses the central questions in the data collection in-
strument. For instance, the decision to present the translated poems to the
participants both aurally and visually was based on one of the questions inves-
tigating whether they prefer to read poems themselves or listen to them.

The poems that were translated were chosen according to the theories of
humor discussed in Chapter 3: Dahl’s poem showed the superiority theory at
work while the incongruity theory could explain the humor in Silverstein’s
poem. The selected materials had to cover different theories to gain greater
insight into children’s humor. But using more than one material in the reading
session did not only make it possible to compare humorous texts and test the
utility of existing concepts and theories in understanding humor. Moreover, it
was beneficial to expose children to humorous poems and address the questions
on whether knowledge of funny poems would encourage them to, first, read
more poetry and, second, to read more in Filipino. As discussed in Chapter
3, humor encourages children to read books actively and makes reading more
engaging. If the children in the study were motivated or inspired to read more
poetry and Filipino texts, this proves that the research was also practical, with
direct and immediate benefits to the participants. As a practical application,
poetry reading sessions can be replicated in other groups to inspire primary-
aged children to broaden their reading interests.

A semi-structured interview was selected to elicit participants’ perceptions,
thoughts and experiences without a rigid structure. The questionnaire, designed
for variety using both closed-ended and open-ended questions, directly asked
the participants about some of the problems identified in the literature review.
For example, to address the dual readership of children’s literature discussed in
Chapter 2, the participants were asked whether they thought the poems were
written solely for children, adults or both audiences. A question on whether the
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participants preferred reading stories or poems was included in the question-
naire to investigate the issue of demand for particular genres in Chapter 4. The
participants were asked what kind of poems they read to examine whether they
were more partial to funny poems, which was found in other children’s studies
as shown in Chapter 3. Finally, questions on whether the participants could
relate to the poems as children and as Filipinos closed the reading sessions to
assess whether humor is indeed influenced by age and culture. Although there
were occasions in which probing was necessary to elicit details, most responses
to closed-ended questions were automatically given by the participants with an
elaboration such as an example. This shows that the children were sufficiently
engaged to provide more extended responses.
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Results and analysis

7.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the results of the series of poetry reading sessions con-
ducted with the participants. It begins with a profile of the participants’ general
attitudes toward poetry and language preferences for reading. Subsequently,
the participants’ reading patterns will be discussed, shedding light on com-
prehension abilities, and favored modality and setting. Then, the outcome of
the inquiry on the duality of audience in children’s poems will be presented.
Responses on content relatability to children and Filipino readers, as a con-
dition for humor appreciation, are reported in the sections after that. Finally,
the answers to the central questions of whether funny poems for children are
still funny when translated from one language into another and whether form
or content is more decisive in determining the experience of humor will be
given. Given the relevance of the transcriptions of the interviews for analyzing
the questions and substantiating the claims, extracts from the transcripts are
included in this chapter.

7.2 General attitudes toward and experiences of
poetry
Nineteen of the 26 participants showed a positive perception of poetry. This

group can be divided into two subgroups: those with a strong association with
poetry (i.e., reporting a wide range of experience with poetry) and those with
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a weak association with poetry (i.e., reporting little, some or “not [that] much”
exposure to poetry). In the first subgroup, participants responded with a def-
inite “yes” when asked if they read poetry, suggesting a higher frequency of
poetry reading and not merely a one-time contact. In the second subgroup,
participants not only demonstrated a lower frequency of poetry reading but
also demonstrated lower awareness of poetry (“I don’t know much [about it]”
C3). Although there is some indication that those who read more are likely
to be more open to reading poems, this is not the case all the time. As one
participant put it: “I like reading but I don’t like reading [poems|. I don’t really
find much [in it]” (C26). By contrast, one participant expressed that she loves
to read so “it’s nice to read both [poems and stories]” (C10). One preferred
poems over stories because they are “shorter and easier to read” (C12).

7.2.1 Effect of poems on reader

According to the children who participated in this study, poems have a positive
emotional effect on them. For instance, one mentioned that “sometimes poems
make [her| happy” (C10) and another said that she is entertained when she
reads poems. Funny poems are particularly attractive to the participants as
they provide a brief respite from reality “so [that] it’s not always serious [and
one| can take a break” (C21). The participants showed interest, for example,
in limericks and poems accompanied by cartoons. One shared with the group
that he prefers funny poems even if he has not read them [“But I'm sure it will
be funny” (C15)]. Although they expressed enthusiasm over poems that are
“fun” (C21, C23) with “a lot of jokes” (C22), they are also receptive to reading
“informative” (C22) poems that are not necessarily humorous (cf. Styles 1998:
children’s poetry is traditionally created to make children laugh). Among the
informative poems they enjoy reading are those about fables and legends as well
as those about prayers, animals and life. At least three participants were open
to reading poems on any topic [“nothing specific” (C12) and “anything” (C11)].
There is evidence of awareness of and positive attitudes towards rhyme — at least
two participants mentioned the word “rhyme” — which supports the notion that
children’s poetry must possess rhyme to make them effective (see for example
Sloan 2001: “most poetry is written for children, for they respond well to rhymes
and obvious rhythms”). They took delight in rhyme found in poems — “I like
rhyme” (C15) — particularly in “making or listening to rhyming words” (C10).
According to Zafra (2023, personal communication), this could be due in part
to the inclusion of poetry in the minimum learning competencies required by
the Department of Education and the curriculum of UPIS from kindergarten to
Grade 3. Nevertheless, it was not mentioned if rhyme can make a poem funnier
or more exciting or, conversely, if the absence of it can make a poem less funny
or exciting.

Similar to reading stories, reading poems can be pleasurable for some par-
ticipants as it stirs one’s imagination: “It’s fun. Sometimes you can imagine”
(C21). In addition, for the participants, poems contain “beautiful words” that



Results and analysis 121

“have meanings” (C16) and the meaning construction process demands creativ-
ity from the reader. There seems to be no consensus on this aspect, however.
While some of the participants consider the language of poetry as its most
attractive feature, for others, it is the refined language used in poetry that
hinders the understanding of and appreciation for poetry itself: “Sometimes it
is about an object. Sometimes I don’t understand what [it’s about]” (C20).

7.2.2 Preference for stories over poems

Participants still gravitate towards stories even as they read poetry, looking for
stories and morals in poems. This finding substantiates the claim that children
positively respond to narrative rhymes (Huck, Hepler and Hickman 1987 in
Mallan 1993). When asked if they liked reading poetry, it was instinctive for
the participants to refer to non-poetic works such as novels and comic books,
suggesting a general bias for prose stories over poems. Furthermore, when made
to choose between stories and poems, over half of all 26 participants viewed
stories with greater favor as reflected in the following statements:

e “They have happy details.” (C2)

e “They have pictures.” (C5)

e “They are longer." (C13, C21, C25)/“They last longer.” (C19)

e “Stories usually have adventure.” (C20)

e “They require imagination.” (C25)

e “There are characters.” (C17)

e “They are more realistic while poems are not that realistic.” (C23)

e “They have fantasy which is exciting.” (C16)

e “Finishing them is more fulfilling.” (C24)

e “They are fun and have something very interesting.” (C22)

Two participants (C1 and C14) articulated their preference for stories but
were unsure why they felt that way.
7.2.3 Conduits for poetry experience

Exposure to poetry is mainly through the participants’ parents and teachers.
Parents familiarize children with poetry when they make certain poetry books
or online poetry resources available at home for children to discover and read.
These have great recall with some participants citing the poems introduced to
them by their parents as examples of poems that they read. The school is an
equally important player in developing interest in and connection with poetry
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among children. Some participants shared instances of poetry reading in school
or admitted reading poetry “only when needed for school” (C15).

The experience of poetry being limited to school tasks is clearly seen among
the seven participants who confessed that they are not poetry readers. Some
revealed that they have “never tried reading poems” (for instance, C5), perhaps
to mean not having experienced reading poems outside of school, that is, there
is no initiative to seek out and read poems on their own. One participant noted
that most poems known to him “are dark and brooding” (C1), discouraging
him from reading poetry. Others remarked that they like reading in general
but not necessarily reading poems. One confessed that poetry is difficult to
understand. Two participants pointed out the impracticality of reading poetry
and said that they do not read poems because “[they have] other things to do”
(C14, C23). Finally, one participant demonstrated indifference to poetry: “I
don’t read poems. It’s not that I don’t like it. I just don’t read it” (C4). Thus,
it seems that a mismatch in needs and tastes mainly dissuades poetry reading
among this group of participants. This observation means that given a suitable
material, one that is neither “dark” nor “difficult” or one that is built around a
storyline since many of them are partial to stories, it still likely to convert this
group into poetry readers.

7.2.4 Reading more poems

One of the accomplishments of the poetry reading sessions was changing the
participants’ negative views or misconceptions about poetry. Five of the seven
participants who never had any interest in poetry responded in the affirmative
when asked at the end of the session whether they were inspired to read more
poems after knowing that poems could be funny. It helped that all the children
were free to talk about the poems in an environment that was non-judgmental.
This is in contrast to the pressure exerted, for example, by a required reading
for class that is often “serious” and “highbrow” (as is often the measure of
“academic”) and on which pupils are graded for their reflections. Thus, although
classroom discussions allow pupils to study or even write poetry intensely, the
reading task itself can be both daunting and tedious for children, as reasoned
out by some participants in this study. As such, poems are peripheral to stories
for many children. One participant mentioned that he prefers stories over poems
because he does not “understand [those| types” of poems “that [are]| old English”
(C21), perhaps having encountered these in the classroom.

The results of the poetry reading sessions indicate that interest in reading
for pleasure can easily change among children in the elementary years once
they are shown the breadth of literary materials available to them. They are
not hardwired to reject reading on their own initiative or to accept only one
genre to read. More importantly, funny poems have the advantage of engaging
children and encouraging independent reading, regardless of the child’s reading
preferences. This is an important finding as most of the time, funny poems
are not deemed “literary” enough to be included in classroom teaching, thus
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marginalizing children who are comfortable with amusing texts and discourag-
ing them from getting excited about the idea of reading poems. In fact, none
of the participants in this study hinted at their experience with funny poems
in school. Therefore, educators could be encouraged to consider the value of
humorous poems in teaching literature in general and motivating children to
read poetry in particular.

As mentioned in Chapter 5, humor comprehension is a high-level mental
activity and a problem-solving task, making it especially suitable for use in the
classroom. Children like puzzles and humorous poems are similar to puzzles in
that there are logical gaps that they must connect on their own. In the study,
not all children were able to locate and work out the gaps in the funny poems
read to them. Some admitted outright that they struggled with the poems for
reasons such as unfamiliarity with Filipino words. Yet some said that that the
poems were easy to comprehend when in fact they misconstrued their meaning.
This tendency was particularly evident when Shel Silverstein’s poem "Sick" was
discussed. Only eight of the 26 participants enjoyed the incongruity in the poem
at first reading. Four participants grasped what was funny in the poem after
they viewed the video of the poem a second time. The poem did not make sense
to one participant even after it was explained to her. What was surprising was
that half of the participants did not recognize the absurdity in the poem at
all. The poem is centered around a child faking illness to avoid school, only to
discover it is a Saturday. But the 13 participants empathized with the child
being sick and, convinced that she was truly ill, described the poem as “sad”,
“painful” or “not funny.” Thus, humor in poetry can be complex and cannot
be dismissed simply as superficial. With their surprise effect, they can elicit
interesting conversations and promote creative thinking and reasoning in the
classroom.

The results further show that when humor is added, poetry moves from
being impractical and peripheral to something that can be as interesting and
enticing as stories. Only two pupils who were biased against poetry expressed
ambivalence over whether they had been persuaded to read more poems after
the session. However, such a change in interest should be closely associated
with a supportive home as well. One participant who initially felt reluctant
about poetry was convinced to read more poems “but I don’t think we have
poems [at home]” (C14). Thus, parents could be encouraged to have some type
of involvement including sharing and reading poetry to their children at home
to develop poetry readers.

7.3 Language: Preference for Filipino or English

At the beginning of each poetry reading session, the children were asked if they
read more in English or in Filipino@ Eighteen of them responded that English

280ne was not able to respond due to technical problems.
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was their preferred language for reading. The reasons they gave include the
following:

e “It is easier for me. That’s how it sounds in my head... I struggle a bit
in Filipino.” (C1)

e “With Filipino, there are some words that I don’t understand.” (C5)
e “With English, I learn new words.” (C3)

e “That’s what my parents buy and they cannot find [books in] Filipino.”
(C20)

e “I'm used to reading English stories.” (C18)
e “I'm not really fluent in Filipino.” (C21)

e “T understand English better.” (C19)

e “I’'m more comfortable [with English|.” (C14)

e “English because I have a lot of English books so it’s easier for me to read
in English.” (C26)

Two participants said that they use Filipino more often because “it is [their|
language” (C2, C23). On the other hand, five children reported that they use
English and Filipino with equal frequency when reading. One of them said that
she owns English and Filipino books and while she likes Filipino books more,
she is reading more in English now. Another explained that his workbooks,
except those used for music and English classes, are in Filipino but the books
that his parents buy for him are in English. By contrast, the parents of one
participant purchase books for him in English and Filipino. Thus, it can be
seen that parents are very influential in shaping children’s reading habits and
preferences.

7.3.1 Use of Taglish

Since the poems utilized for discussion were in Filipino, the questions asked by
the researcher were phrased either entirely in this language or a combination
of Filipino and English. It was clear to the participants from the start that
they were free to respond in either English or Filipino or a combination of both
languages. At least three children spoke primarily in English and at least two
switched between English and Filipino throughout the discussion. For example,
one tried to respond in Filipino but eventually switched back to English as he
was “too lazy to translate it into Filipino” (C1). Many, however, responded in
“Taglish” or a mix of Tagalog (Filipino) and English within a single utterance.
Taglish is the code-switching variety evident among bilingual (at least Filipino
and English) speakers in Metro Manila and is mostly used by educated, middle-
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and upper-class urban dwellers@ As the questions posed by the author were
constructed mainly in Filipino, Taglish was the result of the attempt of the par-
ticipants who were generally more proficient in English to respond in Filipino.
There are two cases identified from the responses of the children.

1. Insertion of English lexical items (Lesada 2017) — Participants opted to
use the English terms even if the Tagalog/Filipino counterparts are easily
accessible perhaps because the borrowed words have made their way into
everyday Filipino utterances.

“Kasi may pictures siya” (C5).
(Because it has pictures.)
Filipino counterpart: Kasi may mga larawan siya.

“Hindi ako sure” (C24).
(I’'m not sure.)
Filipino counterpart: Hindi ako sigurado.

“Gusto ko ‘yung about animals or about life” (C16).

(I like those about animals or about life.)

Filipino counterpart: Gusto ko ‘yung tungkol sa mga hayop o
tungkol sa buhay

2. Mixed verb formation — Participants constructed bilingual verb struc-
tures (Lesada 2017), which mimic the Filipino conjugation, for instance,
employing reduplication to mark the progressive aspect.

“... pero minsan sinesendan ako ng mommy ko ng mga tula”

(C3).

(...but sometimes my mommy sends me poems.)

Filipino counterpart: ... pero minsan pinapadalan ako ng nanay
ko ng mga tula.

“Nagre-read lang ako ng tula ‘pag kailangan” (C15).

(I read poems only when needed.)

Filipino counterpart: Nagbabasa lang ako ng tula ‘pag kailan-
gan

“...hindi ako maka-relate kasi hindi naman ako nagfe-fake na
may sakit ako” (C20).

(I cannot relate [to it] because I don’t fake sickness.)

Filipino counterpart: ... hindi ako makaugnay kasi hindi naman
ako nagkukunwari na may sakit ako.

Verbs were also formed from nouns, as in the sentence below.

29Lesada (2017) also observed the presence of Taglish among bilinguals who were not
mainly Tagalog (Filipino) speakers such as those in the Visayas, a great distance from the
Tagalog-speaking region of Metro Manila.
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“Sa Tuesday and Friday, nagfa-flag [ceremony]. . . nagna-national anthem
kami” (C24).

(Every Tuesday and Friday, we have a flag [ceremony]... we have

the national anthem.|

Filipino counterpart: Sa Martes at Biyernes, nagkakaroon kami ng
[pagtaas ng] bandila. .. kumakanta kami ng pambansang awit.

7.3.2 Preferred language and humor perception

It makes sense to assume that those who have a greater preference for and
fluency in English would find the Filipino translations of the poems difficult
to understand. However, it appears that the relationship between preferred
language for reading and funniness rating is weak. The number of English
speakers who found Dahl’s poem very funny or somewhat funny and those who
found it not funny were almost the same. When it came to Silverstein’s poem,
the difference between those who found it funny and those who did not was
more noticeable but the results did not support the earlier assumption, with
more English speakers finding the poem “very funny” and “somewhat funny.”
It could be presumed that reading the text, apart from listening to it, could
have provided some aid to those who were not proficient in the language, thus
increasing the poem’s funniness.

Table 2: Preferred language and humor perception

Dahl (N = 26) Silverstein (N = 26)
Preferred Very Somewhat Not Very Somewhat Not
Language Funny funny funny  funny  funny funny
English 1 8 10 3 9 7
Filipino 0 1 1 1 0 1
English and 1 1 2 0 4 0
Filipino
No reply 0 0 1 0 1 0

7.3.3 Reading more in Filipino

Of the 14 participants who were asked, a striking majority articulated that
the session has inspired them to read more in Filipino. Of the 10 participants
who were more comfortable with reading in English, eight said that they would
read more in Filipino, one said that he was “not sure” if he would do so (C24)
and one responded that he was motivated “a little” (C21) to find more Filipino
texts to read. Of the three participants who read in English and Filipino with
similar regularity, two were inspired to read more in Filipino (C11, C12) while
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one said “it is possible” (C22). One participant who read more in Filipino than
in English told the group that he would continue doing so.

Table 3: Preferred language and likelihood to read more in Filipino

Preferred  language Would Not A little It is possible
for reading (N = 14)  read sure
more in
Filipino
English 8 1 1 0
Filipino 1 0 0
English and Filipino 2 0 0 1

7.3.3.1 Reasons for wanting to read more in Filipino

Some of the participants’ main reason for attempting to read more Filipino
texts was the need to learn Filipino, which their parents encouraged and sup-
ported. However, the participants also know the benefits of a strong mother
tongue foundation. According to the participants, they want to “learn to un-
derstand Filipino” (C25, C26) possibly to communicate with others, understand
the world around them or perform better in school. It could also be that they
feel frustrated and alienated from their own culture when they fail to under-
stand certain Filipino words. That “Filipino is [their] language” (C2, C20) was
enough stimulus for some participants to read more in Filipino: they are aware
that their native language is a fundamental aspect of their cultural identity. In
addition, learning their mother tongue is another positive challenge for those
pupils who “like learning” (e.g., C21 and C26) and humor helps them have a
more positive mindset toward the task. Thus, humor is a good motivator for
infrequent, even reluctant, young readers of Filipino who view reading in their
native language as a task that needs completion.

7.3.3.2 Humor as an aid for reading Filipino

During the poetry reading sessions, the participants appeared engaged in read-
ing and sharing their ideas even if some of them were not proficient in the
language of discussion. Many were able to comprehend the poems in Filipino
(although the humor in Silverstein’s poem was particularly challenging for a
number of them) and give answers that reflected their own creativity and imag-
ination. Humor helped increase the retention of information which was evident
in the way the participants connected the funny events in the poems with par-
ticular emphasis on Dahl’s poem. That they performed well in the discussion
despite the lack of immersion in the language possibly made them realize how
humorous poems can facilitate learning Filipino and how texts in Filipino can
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be as enjoyable as those in English. An interesting point was made by one par-
ticipant who reported higher fluency in English than in Filipino. He said that
he would read more in Filipino “but [he| also [knew the poems| were translated
from English” (C1). While he could simply be stating a fact and nothing more,
it could also be taken to mean that to him, the appeal of the poems lies in
knowing that they were translations. Of Dahl’s poem translated into Filipino,
he commented that it had a recognizable style and subject even if he had not
read the original poem in English: “it sounds like something Roald Dahl would
write” (C1). It would be interesting to find out whether he would have made
the same connection and comparison if he had not known that the poems he
read were translations in the first place.

7.3.3.3 Accessibility of Filipino reading materials

Another significant point raised by a participant is access to Filipino reading
materials. Although inspired to read more in Filipino, she remarked that she
“(didn’t) know if there was any [Filipino book] that could be purchased” (C19).
While this points yet again to the dominance of English books in circulation for
children in this age group as discussed in Chapter 3, this also brings to the fore
the actual demand for more texts particularly poems that can be translated
into Filipino and made available to Filipino children. Even if the market for
translated poetry remains incomparable to that of stories, an awareness that
such materials have an economic value should promote increased production
and help ease poetry’s peripheral positioning in the literary system.

7.4 Self-assessment of comprehensibility

It goes without saying that for humor to occur, the recipient must first under-
stand what is funny in a given context. As stated in Chapter 5, humor reception
is a high-intensity mental activity that requires cognitive abilities and, most of
the time, an awareness of incongruities. In order to enjoy a humorous text, the
reader must first understand the text. In other words, they must demonstrate
reading comprehension, a complex skill needed for “simultaneously construct-
ing and extracting meaning through interaction and engagement with print”
(Research and Development Reading Study Group 2002 in Snow 2010: 413).
To do so, the reader must possess the ability not only to read the words but
also to understand the meaning of words. For the “comprehension event” to
be successful, there should be “a good match of reader skills, text difficulty,
and task definition” (Snow 2010, abstract). The next sections will discuss the
responses of the poor comprehenders (i.e., those who reported difficulty in com-
prehending the poems) followed by the responses of the good comprehenders
(i.e., those who reported ease in understanding the poems). By discussing the
responses of these two groups separately, the results can be better compared
and contrasted.
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7.4.1 Poor comprehenders

In this study, although the poems were read to the participants, the texts were
also shown in the video for them to read. The participants were asked after each
video whether the poems were easy to understand. Almost all of the children
agreed that they understood the poems without difficulty with only a small
group expressing that they had some problems understanding the poems as is
evident in the following statements:

“I partly understand it. Not entirely but I get the plot.” (C21)
e “There were parts where I got confused.” (C22)

e “I don’t understand much of the words.” (C26)

e “I don’t understand what happened.” (C7)

e “There were a lot of name stuff. Parts of the body. I didn’t get the last
part.” (C8)

e “I don’t understand some of the sickness.” (C19)

Table 4: Self-reported comprehensibility of poems

Easy to un- Difficult to A little/slightly No re-

derstand understand easy to under- sponse
stand
Dahl 17 3 4 2
(N = 26)
Silverstein 17 2 3 4
(N = 26)

Taking Snow’s explanation, there seems to be an issue mainly with the
reader’s skills and text difficulty for this small minority of children. Because
the children were in school, it can be assumed that they had high literacy
skills and a broad experience with books. However, their vocabulary in Filipino
was limited as they themselves reported. They could not adequately recognize
some words and figure out their meaning. There were also indications that the
selected materials were complex for this small group of children to process.
They admitted that they failed to connect some ideas and understand the text
as a whole in one reading. But what was surprising was that, despite the self-
reported reading difficulty, the reading experience was not entirely unrewarding
for these children in terms of humor perception. Most of those who found Dahl’s
poem hard to understand said the poem was still somewhat funny while there
were more children who considered Silverstein’s poem “somewhat funny” than
“not funny.” This finding is particularly striking as it contradicts the general
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notion that comprehensibility plays a significant role in the reception of humor.
For instance, it was reported that good comprehenders generally scored higher
on the funniness ratings of jokes (Li-Chuan Ku et al. 2016: 59). One participant
who liked Dahl’s books and said in the study that Dahl’s poem was “very
funny” could have been influenced by his bias for the author. However, this
was a singular case.

7.4.1.1 Using contextual cues

For the good majority, poor comprehension did not hinder humor appreciation.
It can be assumed then that the children who reported reading difficulty relied
on contextual clues to process the incongruity in the poems although according
to Shardakova (2016: 469), “there is no agreement among researchers as to the
number of type of cues needed...to be able to identify humor.” For example,
even if the poor comprehenders in this study understood only some of the
physical complaints that the narrator enumerated in Silverstein’s poem, the
cataloging device used in the poem might have provided hints to the reader
that the rest were as extreme and exaggerated as the ones they recognized.
Thus, what they understood was sufficient for them to see a humorous pattern
and anticipate that there was more to come, making the twist in the ending
both surprising and satisfactory. Furthermore, although this small minority
lacked the appropriate vocabulary to handle the text competently, the humor
in both poems was universal (compared to linguistic and cultural humor; cf.
Schmitz 2002) and appropriate for learners who are not proficient in a language.
It could also be that the illustrations provided contextual clues. How some of
the participants responded to the illustrations is discussed in section 7.9.1.3.

Table 5: Funniness rating of poems according to the poor comprehenders (po-
ems were “difficult to understand” or “a little/slightly easy to understand”)

Very funny Somewhat funny Not funny

Dahl (N = 7) 1 5 1
Silverstein (N = 5) 0 3 2

7.4.1.2 Assessing individual elements of narrative poems

Another possible explanation has to do with how narrative poems are struc-
tured. A narrative poem contains the elements of a story such as characters,
plot, conflict and resolution. It could be interpreted that the children who
reported low reading comprehension gauged humor as having independent fea-
tures of the poem rather than being a complete whole. Even for the poor
comprehenders, there were elements in the sequence of events that they under-
stood and found funny which influenced their overall judgment of the poem’s
humor. For example, one of the children said that he found the beginning of
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Dahl’s poem “somewhat amusing” and the ending of Silverstein’s poem “funny”
but not the other parts which for him were “not funny at all” (C22). Another
participant found humor mainly in the characters depicted in the cartoons that
accompanied Dahl’s poem, saying that the characters “looked funny” [“it’s not
super realistic”( C19)]. Making such a comment on the visual element requires
little to some understanding of the text as the cartoons themselves can stimu-
late humor appreciation independently of the text.

Table 6: Funniest element in the poem for the poor comprehenders who thought
the poem was “very funny” or “somewhat funny”

Situation Characters Language

Dahl (N =6) 5 1 0
Silverstein (N = 3) 2 0 1

7.4.2 Good comprehenders

For the good comprehenders, a funny situation also largely contributes to the
humor in the poem. This is followed by humorous language such as puns and
“funny words” (for example, words they do not understand but which sound
funny for them).

Table 7: Funniest element in the poem for the good comprehenders who thought
the poem was “very funny” or “somewhat funny”

Situation Characters Language

Dahl (N = 6) 4 2 0
Silverstein (N = 12) 7 1 4

According to Ayakan and Nalgaci 2018 (citing Suls 1972, Wyer and Collins
1992 and Vrticka et al. 2013), humor comes in two stages: the first stage is
comprehension and the second is appreciation. However, the study’s results
indicate that comprehension of humorous content does not automatically lead
to humor appreciation. Surprisingly, 13 out of the 16 participants who sa