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Plate 3. Illustration from Little Fellow, a 1945 and 1975 Children's Catalog Book 

Sources: First illustration is from Little Fellow by Marguerite Henry, illustrated by Diana Thorne. Copy­
right© 1945 by Holt, Rinehart and Winston, New York. lllustration reprinted with permission from the 
author and the Watkins Loomis Agency. Second illustration is from Little Fellow by Marguerite Henry, 
illustrated by Rich Rudish. Copyright© 1975 by Simon & Schuster. lllustration reprinted with permission 
from Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers, an imprint of Simon & Schuster Children's Publishing 
Division. 

of books with Black characters may have 
been decreasing, the use of advertising to 
capture a broad range of market segments 
may have been seen as a good strategy. 

We see crisis as pushing cultural produc­
ers to avoid books about troublesome issues 
and groups. Although the reaction among 
(predominantly White) publishers during the 
period of racial turmoil can only be inferred, 
Thibodeau (1989) suggests an awareness that 
early depictions of Blacks as subordinate 
were unacceptable coupled with a reluctance 
and discomfort in depicting new racial norms 
to young children. We have some evidence 
from a famous case, The Rooster Crows (a 
1945 Caldecott Medal book). This book of 
illustrated "American" rhymes became the 
focus of controversy when the NAACP con­
tended that the book portrayed Blacks in an 
unfavorable light. When a new, revised edi­
tion was published in the 1960s, NAACP ef­
forts were finally seen as successful (Madsen 
1980). But the new edition simply removed 
Blacks from a book about America. In the 
face of controversy and with no new rhymes 
or jingles to replace the stereotyped ones, 
Black characters were eliminated and blond­
haired farm children who chant "Patty-cake," 
"Little Miss Muffet," and "Jack and Jill" 
were added. The book, still in print, has 

never been reissued depicting any Black 
characters. 

In addition , a 1945 Children's Catalog 
book, Little Fellow, depicted highly stereo­
typical images. The most visible (though not 
central) human character, "Whitey," is a 
stable hand who in the original version is 
Black, "exactly the same color as Chocolate" 
(the horse). His speech is stereotyped: "An a 
thororbred ef I evah seed one! De White 
folks gwine be mighty proud o' yo' baby." 
Rather than making Whitey a more positive 
Black character in the 1975 reissue, he be­
comes "Dooley," White, Irish and speaking 
with a brogue (Plate 3). 

While the ideological challenges of the 
civil rights movement left cultural producers 
without "acceptable" modes of representa­
tion in which neither stereotypes nor depic­
tions of mutuality were likely to be seen as 
"tasteful," the demand for equality eventually 
dramatically altered racial imagery in 
children's books. Blacks became more vis­
ible in books and were portrayed more posi­
tively. When Blacks were reintroduced in 
children's books, it was in varied ways. The 
Caldecott Award panel focused on full repre­
sentations of Black family, community, and 
history outside of the United States. The 
popular Little Golden Books responded 
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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 
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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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