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THE ENDURING
TALE: A DEEP DIVE
INTO THE STORY
OF THE LITTLE
BLACK SAMBO

The story of The Little
Black Sambo is one of
the  most  paradoxical
and debated pieces of
children’s  literature
ever  published.  To
some, it is a cherished
childhood memory of a
clever  boy  outwitting
tigers, reading the text
and viewing the vibrant
i l lus t rat ions  wi th
nostalgic  fondness.  To
others, the name itself

e v o k e s  a  p a i n f u l
h i s t o r y  o f  r a c i a l
c a r i c a t u r e  a n d
stereotyping,  making
the book a  symbol  of
outdated  and  harmful
d e p i c t i o n s .
Understanding  this
s t o r y  r e q u i r e s  a
journey  through  its
innocent  p lo t ,  i t s
c o n t r o v e r s i a l
i l l u s t r a t i ons ,  i t s
s u b s e q u e n t
adaptations,  and  its
p lace  in  a  modern
conversation  about
race,  representation,
and  historical  context.
This  article  explores
the full narrative—from
its  or igins  in  early
20th-century  England
to  i ts  compl icated
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l e g a c y
today—examining both
the story’s charm and
its  significant  cultural
baggage.
Written and illustrated
by Helen Bannerman, a
Scottish  woman  who
spent much of her life
in India, The Story of
The  L i t t le  B lack
Sambo  was  first
published in 1899. The
tale  is  disarmingly
simple:  a  young  boy
named Sambo, gifted a
beautiful new red coat,
blue  trousers,  purple
shoes,  and  a  green
u m b r e l l a  b y  h i s
parents,  wanders  into
the  jungle.  There,  he
meets a series of tigers
who  threaten  to  eat
h i m .  W i t h  q u i c k
t h i n k i n g ,  S a m b o
placates each tiger by
giving away an item of
his  fine  clothing.  The
t i g e r s ,  h o w e v e r ,
become  so  enamored
with  their  new  finery

that  they  begin  to
argue over who is the
grandest.  In  a  classic
fable-style  turn,  they
chase  each  o the r
around  a  tree  unti l
they melt into a pool of
butter—which Sambo’s
father,  Black  Jumbo,
l a te r  co l l ec t s  f o r
pancakes .  Sambo
returns home, gets his
clothes back, and eats
a  m o u n t a i n  o f
pancakes  with  h is
parents. It  is a classic
“trickster” narrative, at
its core a celebration of
w i t  o v e r  b r u t e
strength.

Narrative
Innocenc
e vs.
Visual
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Stereotyp
e
At  its  narrative  heart,
the  story  is  harmless
and even empowering.
Sambo is the hero, not
a  victim.  He  uses  his
i n t e l l i g e n c e  t o
outsmart  much  larger
p reda to r s ,  a  p l o t
element that has been
p r a i s e d  f o r  i t s
c leverness .  Many
scholars  of  children’s
literature note that the
plot itself  is  devoid of
malicious  intent.  The
problem,  however,
arises  almost  entirely
f rom  the  o r ig ina l
i l l u s t r a t i o n s .
Bannerman’s paintings
depicted  Sambo  as  a
caricature  rooted  in
m i n s t r e l s y  a n d
c o l o n i a l - e r a
stereotypes: coal-black
skin,  bulging  white
eyes,  bright  red  lips,

and  exaggera ted
features.  The  name
“Sambo”  itself  was,
and  remains,  a  racial
slur in many contexts,
derived from a history
o f  d e m e a n i n g
portrayals  of  Black
people.
T h e  v i s u a l
representation  of  The
Little  Black  Sambo
character  i s  what
transformed  a  simple
folk tale into a cultural
flashpoint.  In  the  early
decades  of  the  20th
century, the book was
immensely  popular,
s e l l i n g  t e n s  o f
thousands  of  copies.
Yet,  even  then,  some
r e a d e r s  w e r e
uncomfortable.  The
problematic  imagery
w a s  n o t  s o l e l y
Bannerman’s  creation;
subsequent  editions,
part icular ly  in  the
United  States,  often
featured  even  more
exaggera ted  and
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offensive  illustrations
by  other  artists.  The
story  was  frequently
adapted  into  Little
B l a c k  S a m b o
figurines,  dolls,  and
t o y s ,  f u r t h e r
e m b e d d i n g  t h e
caricature into popular
c u l t u r e .  F o r
generations, the image
of  the  wide-eyed,
gr inning  “Sambo”
figure  reinforced
negative  stereotypes
about  Black  people,
portraying  them  as
simple,  fool ish,  or
cartoonishly different.

The
Controver
sy and
Calls for

Removal
As  the  Civi l  Rights
Movement  ga ined
momentum  in  the
1950s  and  1960s ,
criticisms  of  the  book
intensified.  Parents,
e d u c a t o r s ,  a n d
activists  argued  that
even  if  the  story  was
not intentionally racist,
the  imagery  and  the
name  “Sambo”  were
deeply  hurtful  and
h a r m f u l  t o  B l a c k
children  reading  it.
They pointed out  that
the book was often one
o f  the  f ew  w ide l y
available depictions of
a  B l a c k  c h i l d  i n
mainstream  literature,
and that depiction was
a  d e h u m a n i z i n g
s t e r e o t y p e .  T h e
National Association for
the  Advancement  of
C o l o r e d  P e o p l e
(NAACP)  and  other
o r g a n i z a t i o n s



The Story Of The Little Prince 5

5

campaigned  against
the book, leading many
libraries and schools to
remove  it  from  their
shelves.
This  sparked  a  fierce
d e b a t e .  S o m e
defended  the  book,
claiming that it  was a
beloved  chi ldhood
classic and that critics
were  being  over ly
sensitive. They argued
that  the  story’s  moral
about  c leverness
overcoming  brute
strength was universal.
Others  countered  that
intent  does  not  erase
impact,  and  that  the
continued circulation of
a  book  featur ing  a
r a c i a l  s l u r  a n d
offensive  caricature
could  not  be  justified
b y  n o s t a l g i a  o r
narrative  charm.  The
debate over The Story
of  The  Little  Black
Sambo  became  a
landmark case study in
t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f

representation and the
question  of  whether
“ c l a s s i c ”  s t a t u s
excuses  problematic
content.

Adaptatio
ns and
Reimagini
ngs
Recognizing  both  the
power of the core story
and the toxicity  of  its
packaging,  several
authors and publishers
have created redacted
or reimagined versions.
The most  famous and
w i d e l y  a c c e p t e d
adaptation is Sam and
the  Tigers  (1996)  by
Jul ius  Lester,  with
illustrations  by  Jerry
Pinkney.  Lester,  a
Black author, retold the
story  using  the  same
plot  structure  but
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renamed  the  main
character  “Sam”  and
set  it  in  a  fantastical
v e r s i o n  o f  t h e
A m e r i c a n  S o u t h .
P i n k n e y ’ s  l u s h ,
dignified  watercolors
portray  Sam  and  his
family as fully realized,
b e a u t i f u l  B l a c k
individuals,  completely
divorced  f rom  the
earlier  caricature.  The
tigers  remain,  but  the
story’s  humor  and
cleverness are retained
i n  a  c u l t u r a l l y
respectful  manner.
Another  notable  re-
imagining is The Story
of  Little  Babaji  (1996)
by  Fred  Marcellino,
w h i c h  k e e p s
Bannerman’s  original
text  but  changes  the
names  to  “Babaji,”
“Mumini,” and “Papa,”
a n d  s e t s  t h e
i l l u s t ra t i ons  i n  a
stylized Indian context,
reflecting  Bannerman’s
own setting. While this

version  avoids  the
“Sambo”  name  and
offensive  caricature,  it
has also faced criticism
f o r  p o t e n t i a l l y
appropriating  Indian
culture  without  proper
c o n t e x t .  T h e s e
attempts show that the
narrative  itself  has
value, but the cultural
baggage  attached  to
the  original  title  and
imagery  cannot  be
ignored.

The
Historical
Context
of Helen
Bannerm
an’s Work
Understanding  why
Bannerman  created
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s u c h  a  c h a r a c t e r
requires a look at her
background.  Born  in
Edinburgh  in  1862,
Helen Bannerman lived
much of her adult  life
in India as the wife of a
British  army  doctor.
H e r  s t o r i e s  w e r e
originally  written  and
illustrated for her own
children, without initial
i n t e n t i o n  o f
p u b l i c a t i o n .  T h e
i l lustrat ions  were
simple,  almost  l ike
doodles.  At  the  time,
colonial  Britain  was
saturated  with  racial
h i e r a r c h i e s  a n d
stereotypes.  Africans
and  people  of  African
descent  were  often
portrayed  in  British
popular  culture  as
exotic,  simple,  and
comic  figures.
Bannerman  herself
likely never considered
her drawings offensive;
they were a product of
h e r  e r a ’ s  c a s u a l

racism.  The  fact  that
she  set  the  story  in
India  but  named  the
character  “Sambo”—a
term  wi th  A f r i can
origins—reflects  the
colonial  tendency  to
conflate  all  non-white
peoples  into  a  single,
dehumanized category.
It is important to note
that  Bannerman’s
original  illustrations,
while  problematic,
were  less  g ross ly
exaggerated than later
American editions. The
transformation  of  The
Little  Black  Sambo
i n t o  a  v i r u l e n t
s tereotype  in  the
United  States  was
a c c e l e r a t e d  b y
p u b l i s h e r s  w h o
replaced  Bannerman’s
relatively  mild  images
w i t h  g r o t e s q u e
caricatures in the style
of minstrel shows. The
b o o k  b e c a m e  a
t o u c h s t o n e  f o r  a
certain  kind  of  racist
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nostalgia,  a  symbol
that  many  fought  to
p rese rve  aga ins t
changing social norms.

Modern
Perspecti
ves and
the
Question
of
Censorshi
p
Today,  the  original
version  of  The  Story
of  The  Little  Black
Sambo  is  considered
by most educators and
l ib ra r ians  to  be  a
historical artifact rather
t h a n  a  s u i t a b l e
children’s  book.  It  is

often placed in special
collections  or  used  in
academic  settings  to
study  the  history  of
racism  and  children’s
literature. The question
remains:  should  we
completely  erase  the
book,  or  should  we
p r e s e r v e  i t  a s  a
teaching  tool?
M a n y  a r g u e  t h a t
outright  banning  can
be  counterproductive.
Instead, they advocate
for contextualizing the
book,  explaining  to
children  and  adults
alike why the imagery
a n d  n a m e s  a r e
harmful. This approach
treats the story not as
a children’s book to be
en joyed ,  bu t  as  a
p r i m a r y  s o u r c e
document  illustrating
how  racism  has  been
embedded  in  cultural
products .  Others ,
however,  believe  that
any  circulation  of  the
original  text—even for
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e d u c a t i o n a l
p u r p o s e s — r i s k s
normalizing  the  racist
images.  The  debate
continues,  reflecting
larger  conversations
about  how  societies
choose  to  remember
and critique their past.
What  i s  not  up  for
debate is the profound
impact  the  story  has
had  on  discussions
about representation in
p u b l i s h i n g .  T h e
controversy  over  The
Little  Black  Sambo
paved  the  way  for
m o r e  c r i t i c a l
examinations  of  other
classic works—such as
Doctor Dolittle, Charlie
and  the  Chocolate
Factory,  or  various
w o r k s  b y  R o a l d
Dahl—where  racial
s t e r e o t y p e s  o r
insensitive  language
appear .  I t  f o r ced
publishers and authors
t o  b e c o m e  m o r e
conscious of how they

depict people of color,
and  it  highlighted  the
need for diverse voices
in children’s literature.
The  story’s  legacy,
therefore, is twofold: a
testament to the power
of  narrat ive  and  a
cautionary  tale  about
the  consequences  of
racial  caricature.

Lessons
for
Today’s
Readers
and
Writers
For  contemporary
readers,  encountering
the phrase The Story
of  The  Little  Black
Sambo  should  inspire
a  p a u s e .  I t  i s  a n



10

10 The Story Of The Little Prince 2023-12-08

opportunity  to  ask
questions:  Why  was
this  story  so  popular?
What  did  it  mean  to
Black children who saw
themselves  portrayed
in  this  way?  How can
w e  p r e s e r v e  t h e
cleverness  of  the  plot
while  rejecting  the
harmful packaging? For
writers, it is a reminder
that words and images
carry  weight.  A  story
intended  to  entertain
can  also  wound,  and
the  responsibility  of
creators  to  consider
the potential impact of
their  work  has  never
been greater.
T o d a y ,  t h e r e  a r e
hundreds of  wonderful
c h i l d r e n ’ s  b o o k s
f e a t u r i n g  B l a c k
protagonists  that
depict  them  fu l ly ,
r i c h l y ,  a n d  w i t h
dignity—books like The
Snowy  Day  by  Ezra
Jack  Keats,  Tar  Beach
by  Faith  Ringgold,  or

Hair  Love  by Matthew
A. Cherry. The success
of these books owes a
debt  to  the  crit ical
conversations  that
began  around  books
like  The Little  Black
Sambo,  as  readers
and publishers realized
that  representation
matters  deeply.
Ultimately, the story of
The  L i t t le  B lack
Sambo  is  not  just  a
story about a boy and
tigers.  It  is  a  story
about  how  we  te l l
stories, who gets to be
the  hero,  and  how
images  can  shape
p e r c e p t i o n s  f o r
generations.  It  is  a
c o m p l e x ,
uncomfortable,  and
impor tant  par t  o f
literary  history—one
that  deserves  careful
thought  rather  than
blanket  nostalgia  or
outright  dismissal.
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CONCLUSION: A
STORY WORTH
REMEMBERING,
BUT NOT AS IT

WAS

The  Story  of  The
Little  Black  Sambo
rema ins  a  po ten t
s y m b o l  o f  t h e
complexities of cultural
heritage.  Its  simple,
clever plot deserves to
be  remembered,  but
not  in  i ts  or ig inal ,
offensive  form.  The  re-
imagined  versions  by
Julius Lester and others
offer  a  way  to  honor
t h e  n a r r a t i v e ’ s
i n g e n u i t y  w h i l e
rejecting  the  racial
s te reo types  tha t

stained  its  original
presentation.  As  we
continue to evolve our
unders tand ing  o f
e q u i t y  a n d
representation,  the
story serves both as a
lesson and a guide: it
reminds  us  that  even
the most beloved tales
must be looked at with
critical  eyes,  and that
w e  c a n — a n d
should—tell  better
stories  that  lift  up  all
children. The legend of
the clever boy and the
t i g e r s  w i l l  l i k e l y
endure,  but  now in  a
form that respects the
dignity  of  everyone
who meets him on the
page.


