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Alice Ross T. Morta’s monograph, Children’s Response to Humour in Translated Poetry,
constitutes a rigorous and methodologically grounded contribution to the interdisciplinary
fields of humour studies, translation studies, and children’s literary reception. Drawing on the
author’s doctoral research, the work addresses a comparatively underexplored domain, namely
children’s perspectives on and responses to humour in translated texts (Verster, 2019), with
particular attention to poetic discourse. By foregrounding children’s voices, the study adopts a
child-centred epistemological framework that privileges “children’s own experiences and
utterances” (Sommer et al., 2010, p. ix), thereby challenging the longstanding adult-centric
bias that has traditionally informed scholarship in children’s literature.

The primary focus of the monograph lies in examining the extent to which humour is
preserved in translation and how it is interpreted by young readers across gendered, linguistic,
and cultural contexts. Empirically, the study centres on Grade 3 pupils (aged 8-9) from the
Philippines engaging with poetry translated from English into Filipino, a relatively less
dominant language. This setting reflects the broader sociolinguistic ecology of the Philippines,
including the co-existence and unequal status of the two languages. Morta contends that
translation within this context extends beyond a purely linguistic operation, functioning
instead as a culturally and ideologically inflected practice. By analytically distinguishing
between form and content, the study seeks to ascertain which dimension contributes more
substantially to the transmission and reception of humour in translated poetic texts.

The theoretical framework of the study draws on three main areas. Children’s literature,
translation studies, and humour theory. The discussion of children’s literature highlights the
inherent difficulty of defining the field (Tucker, 1990), not only in terms of textual content but
also with regard to its formal characteristics, the mediating role of publishers and editors, and
the influence of geographically, culturally, and historically contingent constructions of
childhood. Furthermore, the definition of children’s literature is shaped by its intended
audience, underscoring its hybrid nature as a form of literature addressed to single, dual, or
double audiences (Wall, 1991). This distinctive dual readership, arguably unique to children’s
literature, carries significant implications for the construction and reception of humour. Adult
and child perceptions of what constitutes humour frequently diverge, yet adults, functioning as
cultural “gatekeepers,” often determine what is deemed appropriate or effective (Nodelman &
Reimer, 2003). This dynamic is closely linked to what is described by Morta as “role
dualism,” whereby adults assume responsibility for regulating children’s reading practices and
literary exposure. Within this context, Morta’s emphasis on children’s responses operates as a
corrective to this structural imbalance, thus aligning the study with reader-response
approaches that foreground the interpretive agency of readers and prioritise children’s lived
experiences of literary texts.

In terms of translation studies, the book engages with polysystem theory (Even-Zohar,
2005; 2012) to account for literature’s function and influence, highlighting the position of
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translated literature within literary hierarchies. For Even-Zohar, translated literature constitutes
not merely a system but an integral and active component of the literary polysystem. At the
same time, Shavit (1981) has argued that children’s literature occupies a peripheral position
within this system, namely, a status that allows for considerable manipulation in translation. In
particular, she identifies two guiding principles: the adaptation of texts to conform to societal
norms regarding what is deemed appropriate for children, and the adjustment of language,
plot, and characterisation to match children’s cognitive and reading abilities. In the Philippine
context, where many children are at least bilingual (knowing Filipino as well as English),
English-language texts occupy a dominant position, while bilingual editions in Filipino serve
both educational and cultural functions, supporting language learning as well as the
construction of national identity (Daly & Short, 2022). This asymmetry informs both
translation practices and reading experiences, making language choice a key variable in the
study. As Morta demonstrates, translation in this context cannot be understood as a purely
technical process but must be situated within its broader sociocultural framework.

A central theoretical issue concerns the translation of poetry (as distinct from prose),
particularly the persistent tension between form and content (Matthews, 1959; Nida, 2012).
Poetry poses specific challenges due to its reliance on formal features such as rhyme, rhythm,
and sound patterns, which often contribute to humour, as well as the heightened risk of
semantic loss, given that translation inevitably involves interpretation (Gadamer, 2004). As
has been widely noted, these features are difficult to reproduce simultaneously, often forcing
translators to prioritise either formal equivalence or semantic accuracy. Within this
framework, Morta outlines the difficulty of achieving a balance between form and content, as
fidelity to one is frequently achieved at the expense of the other. This tension underpins the
design of the study, which seeks to determine which dimension is more influential in the
production of humour by comparing two types of translations. One that prioritises formal
features such as rhyme and structural patterning, and another that prioritises semantic content
and narrative coherence, remaining true to the original words and their relations. The
discussion also highlights additional challenges in translating children’s poetry, such as the
handling of nonsense verse and proper names, where translators must navigate between
aesthetic, linguistic, and functional considerations.

The discussion of humour is equally nuanced and theoretically informed. Drawing on
major explanatory models, most notably incongruity, superiority, and relief theories, which are
perceived as central to analysing children’s responses to humorous texts, the study underscores
both the definitional elusiveness of humour and its complexity as a cognitive, cultural, and
nationally inflected phenomenon, particularly in the context of Eastern and Western cultural
traditions. By incorporating developmental perspectives, Morta further emphasises that
children’s understanding and appreciation of humour evolve in tandem with their cognitive
development and linguistic competence. This approach enables the study to account for
variations in children’s responses without reducing them to simplistic measures of
comprehension. At the same time, the study acknowledges that factors such as gender,
intelligence, cultural background, and personality significantly shape humour perception.
Within this broader framework, particular attention is given to sex and gender as determinants
of humour preferences, thereby contributing to a more differentiated understanding of how
humour is perceived and experienced in children’s literature.

The empirical component of the book is one of its strongest aspects. The study is based on
poetry reading sessions with Grade 3 pupils (26 in total: 13 boys and 13 girls), combining
reading and listening activities with semi-structured group discussions. The poems used in the
sessions -“The Dentist and the Crocodile” by Roald Dahl (superiority humour) and “Sick” by
Shel Silverstein (incongruity humour)- were selected by the researcher because they are
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appropriate for the target age group and are widely recognised as humorous. They were also
translated by the researcher, who sought to balance conformity to the poetic traditions of the
target language with faithfulness to the effect of the original text, while also considering
aesthetic factors. The design of the semi-structured group interviews (with 2-4 participants
each), which includes a mix of open-ended, closed-ended, and multiple-choice questions,
captures both individual responses and group interaction. Rather than relying on quantitative
measures, Morta adopts a qualitative approach that foregrounds children’s own interpretations,
experiences, thoughts, and perceptions without imposing a rigid structure.

The findings reveal a complex and non-linear relationship between language,
comprehension, and humour appreciation. While humour plays a crucial role in engaging
children with poetry and can encourage independent reading, its effectiveness is not always
straightforward. Some participants struggled with linguistic aspects of the poems and failed to
fully understand them, yet this did not always prevent them from finding certain elements
amusing. In several cases, children were able to rely on partial understanding, contextual cues,
or recognisable patterns (such as exaggeration or repetition) to engage with humour. At the
same time, there were also instances of misinterpretation or failure to detect incongruity,
showing that humour in poetry can be cognitively demanding. Overall, humour emerges as a
powerful but complex motivational tool whose impact varies depending on multiple
interacting factors, especially in translated texts. In addition, the data indicate that children
tend to prefer narrative, story-based poems over purely lyrical forms, while their reading
interests are also shaped by parental and teacher influence.

Language emerges as an important but not decisive factor. Although some children
preferred reading in their stronger language, this preference did not consistently determine
their perception of humour. Even participants who reported greater fluency in English were
able to engage with and appreciate poems in Filipino. This suggests that bilingual or
multilingual competence enables flexible interaction with texts, even when comprehension is
incomplete. However, the findings also show that humour is not entirely independent of
understanding. While some children successfully used contextual support, such as reading
along with listening or visual elements, to make sense of the poems, others misinterpreted key
elements or failed to recognise the intended humour. Thus, language proficiency interacts
with, but does not solely determine, humour appreciation. Furthermore, the mode of input
(reading versus listening) did not appear to significantly influence humour perception,
suggesting that modality alone is not a determining factor.

At the same time, the relationship between comprehension and humour appreciation is not
strictly linear. Although understanding can facilitate the recognition of incongruity and
enhance the appreciation of humour, it does not guarantee it. Notably, several participants who
reported full comprehension judged certain poems as “not funny,” often evaluating them as a
whole (e.g., as uneventful, serious, or even frightening). Conversely, some children with
limited comprehension were still able to identify and enjoy specific humorous elements, such
as particular situations, characters, or visual features. This suggests that children may process
humour either holistically or in parts, depending on their level of understanding. In this sense,
humour operates as a layered phenomenon, shaped by narrative structure, individual
interpretation, and the availability of linguistic and contextual cues. This difference is reflected
in the distinction between self-reported poor and good comprehenders, with the former tending
to focus on individual humorous elements and the latter more often evaluating the texts as
complete wholes.

The findings also suggest that children’s humour appreciation is shaped by a combination
of social, contextual, and interpretative factors. Humour tended to be more engaging when it
was connected to children’s lived experiences and when it was shared with others, with many
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participants reporting greater enjoyment and laughter in group or family reading contexts. This
supports the idea that laughter functions as a social signal and that discussion can enhance
both understanding and humour perception. At the same time, the analysis of the poems shows
that humour is not uniformly perceived even when humorous devices are present, as children’s
interpretations varied depending on emotional responses, narrative framing, and their ability to
reconcile fantasy with reality. Within this broader social pattern, gender differences also
became evident. Girls were more likely to respond empathetically to distressing or risky
situations and therefore less likely to find certain texts funny, while boys more often
emphasised exaggeration, action, or even more extreme scenarios as sources of humour.
Additionally, boys more frequently requested explicit jokes or verbal play, whereas girls
tended to favour incongruity and shifts in narrative expectation. Overall, humour in the poems
appears to be a layered and subjective experience shaped by social interaction, context, and
individual interpretative and emotional factors.

Cultural factors also play a significant role in shaping responses. The study demonstrates
that children’s interpretations of humour are influenced by cultural norms, expectations, and
experiences. Poems did not have the same degree of comic effect on the Filipino children
involved in this study, compared to readers from other cultures. This reinforces the view that
humour is not universally transferable but must be understood within specific cultural
frameworks. Translation, in this sense, involves not only linguistic adaptation but also cultural
negotiation.

The comparison between form-centred and content-centred translations shows that
content has a stronger influence on humour perception than formal features such as rhyme or
rhythm, which play a supporting but secondary role. Children mainly associated humour with
situations, characters, and ideas rather than with poetic form, suggesting that meaning is more
important than stylistic features in determining what they find funny. While formal elements
could sometimes enhance humour, especially through sound effects or wordplay more
frequently noticed by boys, they were not considered essential. Moreover, the study highlights
that children were generally aware of the “dual audience” of children’s literature, recognising
that humorous texts can be enjoyed by both children and adults. Relatability also played an
important role, as humour was more effective when content aligned with children’s everyday
experiences, and many participants perceived the translated poems as culturally universal and
accessible.

The results of the study both confirm and challenge previous research on children’s
humour in literature. While they support the ideas that humour is shaped by multiple
interacting factors, and that gender differences can influence emotional responses, several
findings diverge from established assumptions. In contrast to earlier studies, violence and
exaggeration were not consistently effective sources of humour, and authority-related humour
was not the only form children appreciated, as they also engaged with humour involving peer
or child characters under specific conditions. Moreover, although prior work has emphasised
the importance of balancing “tendentious content” and poetic form, the present findings
suggest that content plays a more dominant role than form in humour appreciation, with rhyme
and stylistic features proving less essential than expected. Taken together, these results
highlight humour in children’s translated poetry as a more context-dependent and emotionally
mediated phenomenon than many earlier models suggest.

Overall, the study demonstrates that children’s humour in translated poetry is a multi-
layered phenomenon shaped by linguistic, cognitive, social, and emotional factors rather than
by any single determinant. Rather than functioning as a fixed response to textual cues, humour
emerges as an interpretative process through which children actively construct meaning using
language proficiency, contextual support, and shared social understanding. In this respect, the
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findings both confirm and extend previous research by supporting the social nature of humour
while challenging assumptions about the universality of violence, exaggeration, and formal
poetic features as primary sources of humour. Taken together, the results position humour
appreciation as a context-dependent and variable experience that is co-constructed by the
reader, the text, and the surrounding social environment. Importantly, this interpretative
process is also situated within a broader linguistic and cultural environment, particularly the
unequal status of English and Filipino in the Philippine context, which appears to shape
children’s access to and engagement with literary texts without fully determining their humour
responses.

Despite its strengths, the book has certain limitations, which are already acknowledged by
the author. The empirical study is based on a relatively small and homogeneous sample, which
limits the generalisability of the findings. All participants belong to the same age group and
educational context, raising questions about how the results might differ with older children or
more diverse populations. Similarly, the focus on Filipino and English, while justified, does
not fully reflect the linguistic diversity of the Philippines. In addition, more attention should
have been paid at the bibliography of the study, since many references are not included and
there are several mistakes.

Children’s Response to Humour in Translated Poetry is a carefully argued and
methodologically robust study that makes a valuable contribution to humour research and
related disciplines. Its emphasis on children’s perspectives represents an important shift away
from adult-centred models, while its interdisciplinary approach allows for a nuanced
exploration of a complex topic. Although there is an imbalance between the theoretical
framework and the research component, with the research section and analysis deserving
further development, perhaps through the inclusion of more translated poems, the book will be
of interest to scholars of humour studies, translation studies, and children’s literature, as well
as to educators and practitioners involved in literary production and pedagogy. By
demonstrating how humour operates across languages and cultures, and by highlighting
differences on a range of topics between Western and Eastern cultural contexts, Morta not
only advances academic understanding but also offers practical insights for translation and
pedagogy. In conclusion, Morta’s study underscores the importance of treating children as
active and competent readers whose responses can illuminate broader child-centred
approaches in translation, publishing, and education, as well as deepen our understanding of
language, culture, and literary meaning. It opens up a promising area of research and provides
a strong foundation for future studies on humour in translation, many of which the author
already outlines.
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University of West Attica, Greece
ckouraki@uniwa.gr
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