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quickly and strikingly to demands for more
Black characters. (Indeed, Larrick’s 1965 ar-
ticle in the Saturday Review may have af-
fected the industry in its criticism of Little
Golden Books’ executives and their “all-
White world.”) Little Golden Books may
have avoided racial controversy through a
strategy of simply adding Black characters to
existing story lines and illustrations.

But why did Blacks reappear in children’s
books in more positive depictions after 1965,
even though some racial conflict persisted?
Most likely, it was not the simple decline in
racial conflicts, per se, but gains in recogniz-
ing Blacks as artists and writers as well as a
greater responsiveness among Whites to is-
sues of racial equality. As Morris (1984)
documents, by the mid 1960s, Whites (typi-
cally Northern liberals) had become increas-
ingly involved in the civil rights movement
through financial contributions and active
participation. The racial conflict measure
used in this study, then, may indicate a shift
in social power for Blacks and this redistri-
bution of power among Blacks and Whites
drove the changes in images.

The diversity of depictions in recent im-
ages makes current, competing interpreta-
tions of the status of Black images under-
standable. The notable increase in distant and
“safe” images of Blacks in the Caldecott
Award books can be seen as a recognition
and celebration of Blacks’ unique cultural
heritage, or it may be seen as a subtle form
of “symbolic annihilation” in which the cul-
tural representations of Blacks do not include
contact with Whites or portray contemporary,
“real” African American adults. The overall
dearth, especially in recent years, of portray-
als of significant intimate relations between
Blacks and Whites or of strong, contempo-
rary, adult images of Blacks may indicate the
continuation of a symbolic status quo in
which Black equality is seen as threatening
(Humphrey and Schuman 1984).

In sum, we have shown complex patterns
of change in the portrayal of Black charac-
ters in a diverse set of children’s books that
includes both prestigious and popular picture
books. We link these patterns to social con-
flict. In the most unsettled period of U.S.
race relations, contested power relations left
a void in cultural imagery, as social relations
were disturbed and unclear. A rapid rise in

Black insurgency directly affected children’s
picture books during those years and ulti-
mately transformed the representation of
Black characters into more positive depic-
tions. However, the dearth of portrayals of
contemporary Black adults and of interracial
mutuality throughout the twentieth century
perhaps captures the persistence of social
distance between Blacks and Whites. These
findings point to the utility of analyses com-
bining social and cultural factors in more
fully illuminating the complexities of social
change.
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