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African Americans in 
Children’s Literature

By La Toya Love 
February 2020



History of African 
American Literature In 1985, Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the 

University of Wisconsin began documenting the 
number of books it got each year written or illustrated 
by African Americans and in the first year, there were 
roughly 2,500 books published in the United States and 
only 18 were from black authors or illustrators and by 
2001. it was estimated that 99 out of 5,000 books 
published were from black authors and illustrators 
(Mckissack, 2016). We have come a long way from the 
first slave narrative, but not only do we need more 
black authors, but more diverse characters in children’s 
literature. In order to understand why there is a need, 
we must understand the past, what we have seen in 
children’s literature in the way of black people, and 
where the future is headed.

First slave narrative: 
The Interesting Life of 

Olaudah Equiano 
(1789)

Narrative of the Life of 
Frederick Douglass  by 

Frederick 
Douglass(1845)

Incidents in the Life of 
a Slave Girl by Harriett 

Jacobs (1861)

Up From Slavery by
Booker T. Washington 

(1901)

Souls of Black Folk by 
W.E.B. Dubois (1903)

1910s and 1920s 
Blacks prominent in 
fiction and poetry

Harlem Renaissance of 
1920s Langston 

Hughes, Zora Neale 
Hurston

Mid-twentieth century 
Richard Wright, Ralph 

Ellison

Early 80s—Female 
voices: Toni Morrison 

Alice Walker



In the Beginning…..

• “Two decades ago only about nine percent of children’s books 
published in the U.S. were about people of color,” wrote Leah 
Donnella in 2017. Let that sink in. Think of all the children’s books 
that have ever been written. What color was the main character? 
Was there character diversity in the story? Most likely not. The 
history of African Americans and children’s stories were not written 
but rather told as folklore. This tradition started when slaves arrived 
in the Americas in the 1700s and 1800s. These oral traditions 
included singing and storytelling, and often involved passing coded 
information for meeting places or escape plans between slaves. The 
oral traditions were often enriched with tales of the world’s 
creation, heroic deeds, and magic. The stories taught the listener 
ideas, morals. and cultural values. Some how we have gotten away 
from those traditions, making it difficult for the youth to hear or 
read of their legacy, as well as learn values of importance culture, 
and appreciation of the world around them.



Racism in Children’s 
Literature

• Remember some of your favorite authors from childhood that you 
loved to read? Dr. Seuss, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory (Roald 
Dahl), and  Grimm's Fairy Tales just to name a few? According to Philip 
Nel, a scholar and professor of children’s literature, some characters in 
our favorite children’s books, like the Cat in the Hat “were based on 
racial stereotypes and inspired by traditions of blackface minstrel 
entertainment---and that dozens more children’s books of decades 
past are brimming with insidious, racist themes (Fattal, 2017).” The 
favorite Oompa Loompas from the classic Charlie and the Chocolate 
Factory were based on African pygmies, happy slaves content to leave 
their native land and work in a factory (Begley, 2017). Color symbolism 
and associating black with negative attributes or situations was an 
ongoing theme in Grimm's fairy tales. Black is the color of punishment 
and demonic forces, “black dwarves can be either helper figures (“The 
Blue Light) or diabolical helpers-turned-tormenters (“The King of the 
Golden Mountain”). (Schmiesing, 2016).  How are children of color 
supposed to be uplifted or learn the lessons these stories should 
teach when they are reading and seeing negative portrayals of their 
skin color and heritage?



What can we do?

• We need to keep striving for positive representation of people of color. In 
this instance I speak of African American Children. Authors such as Michelle 
Martin, the Beverly Cleary Endowed Professor for Children and Youth Services 
at the University of Washington’s Information School, worries that “the lack 
of children’s books about African American kids enjoying nature could send 
the message to young readers that with an interest in the outdoors, like she 
herself once was. ‘that black kids and black families don’t belong outdoors…’” 
(2019). We want to encourage the youth to get outdoors and explore their 
world, but we also want our kids to love themselves and their culture. 
Frederick Mckissack, Jr. wrote in a 2016 article about the importance of black 
representation in literature; “Telling the true stories of the role black people 
played in building America…driven by the notion that generations of 
American children would grow up not believing that black people contributed 
little beyond slavery, music and athletic accomplishment.” “We do not have to 
replace white characters with black ones, just allow for a diversity of 
characters in a variety of settings and stories to exist for a child to discover”, 
Mckissack went on to write. Having diversity in children’s literature will help 
positively effect how children see the world around them. A character can 
become that child’s own, a reflection of themselves.
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