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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION

To the majority of Americans, women's liberation 

is a common term among most circles. vust recently 

another group is capturing the headlines and will be gain

ing more support with tnis publicity. This group has 

coined the name "Feminists on children s Media." Their 

attacks are becoming greater as more parents, librarians, 

and concerned citizens become actively involved in the 

way women and men are stereotyped in both juvenile lit

erature and school textbooks. Previously, critics had 

concentrated on the intermediate level of reading, while 

now, more are becoming interet;ted in picture bocks and 

beginning readers. 

1•1any leaders in tnis field feel at such an impres

sionable age one must be aware of the sex roles being 

described to small children. Because of the interest 

and concern being expressed, this research paper will at

tempt to present and support more evidence to the idea 

that sex roles are stereotyped. The research was con

centrated around the following questions: When women make 

up 41% of the work force, why are tLey only depicted as 

homemakers and consequently show men as the wage earner 

1 



having the primary responsibilities outside the home?1 

What roles do books suggest to children being exposed? 

2 

Last, what infJuences if any, do these books have on children? 

The books researched in this _paper were random1y 

selected from the Newberry and. Caldecott 1970 ana 1971 award 

winners along with some Notable children's Books of 1970" 

selected by the Book Evaluation Committee of the Children's 

Services Division, ALA. because of the reputations of these 

books, the probability they would be selected by librarianr, 

is great. This paper will then be reviewing those books 

that have the most probable chance of influencing the most 

children. 

1Mar6o Trumpeter and Linda JJ. Crowe, "Sexism in Pic
tLlre Books," Illinois Libraries, oeptember, 1971, p. 499. 



Chapter 2 

b.nGKGROUNJJ M.r1. 1l'.J..:,RlAL 

Before examining these books, several generaliza

tions have been found to exist in books examined by other 

concerned citi"ens. These generalizations will provide an 

understanding and a comparison to the books examined in 

this paper. 

The first stereotype can be found in what boys read 

they should possess. It seems boys are portrayed. as 

children who make things, learn play active games, romp 

with aogs, 6et dirty, and help father. The traits at

tributed to the male species are written as one who is 

mischievious, venturesome, independent, and inventive. 

Boys are tau~ht to express themselves and are praised for 

their ideas and achievements and are given career choices. 

In other words, boys are the doers. unfortunately, boys 

are also taught they must be tough, brave, and give support 

to the weak woman. As stated in Ms., " 1rhere 's no place for 

the tender, uncompetitive boy in juvenile books." 2 

Boys dominate the scene not only in their actions 

but by the simple fact they dominate in numbers. ~or 

instance, "Peminists on Children's Media 11 took 15 of the 

2Letty ~ottin Pogrebin, "Down with ~exist Lpbring
ing," Ms. , bpring, 1972, 1;. 25. 

3 
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1:rost widely used series of elementary readers and found of 

the 144 readers, there were 881 or 72 ~ boy-centered stories 

compared with 344 girl stories. The group carried this 

even further and found 282 stori~s centered on the adult 

male against 127 adult females. The study also found 131 

biograyhies of famous men but only 23 of women,3 

A study siwilar to this one, researched that of 

33 books selected from the Caldecott Medal award winners 

from 1950 to 1970, a significant majority (23 out of 33) 

were centered around male characters, either adults, boys, 

or animals. ~rumpeter and Crowe found only seven books 

that starred female characters and three dealt with groups 

of children. 4 

Alleen rdlsen has also analyzed winners and runner

ups of the Caldecott Award during the last 20 years. Of 

80 books analyzed, titles included the names of males 

three times as often as fernales. Unfortunately, she found 

the presence of females decreasing in the last 20 years. 5 

If one wanted to look at the I\Jewberry Fed.al winners 

and "Notable Children's vooks of 1969", one could find that 

of the 49 winners, boys outnumbered girls oy three to one 

-------
311·eminists on Children's Literature, 11 A Feminists 

Looks at 1..ihildren 1 s .t)OOks," School J.Jib.£B.;'.:l Q:~£!2al, January, 
1971, p. 19. -----

4 Mar6o Trumpeter and Linda D. Crowe, op. cit., p. 499. 

5Mary Hitchie Key, il/l11,.ie .ttole of Male and L'emale in 
Children's Books-Dispelling All voubts," Wi,!~2.!! ~ib~IT 
Bu!!~~in, October, 1971, p. 172. 
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and the ALA list by two to one. 6 

This thesis reinforced the onesided ratio. Of the 

18 books examined, nine centered on boys, four on girls and 

four on a combination of the two. Male dominance continues 

to breed. 

The main desire of this paper evolves around the 

stereotyping of the female character in books. Females 

are not only slighted by their image but also by their im

portance. In contrast to what boys do, girls seem to be 

portrayed as passive, helpless, easily frightened and dull 

people. Girls can not get dirty, fight, fall down, be cre

ative or have ideas. They are praised for their looks, they 

have limited choices of a career, they play with dolls and 

have tea parties, help their mothers, and play with soft 

flutfy kittens. une forgets that girls have an equal amount 

of energy as the opposite sex and yet, are expected to sit, 

be quiet, and please everyone. When girls are given a 

choice in selecting a career, they are directed to being a 

nurse, teacher, receptionist, telephone operator, and most 

important, a housewife. Isn't it ironic that some women do 

become lawyers, doctors, engineers, and other professional 

occu1Ja tions. 

Besides restricting the femb.les to a certain role, 

some very derogatory commenvs are inflicted on the minds 

6Ferninists on ~hildren's Literature, op. cit., p. 19. 
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of children about girls. For instance, "girls are always 

late, give up easily, do not excel in school, and need a lot 

of help solving problems and getting things done. 11 7 In 

o·Lherwords, females are being taught at an early age II this 

is a man's world and to lea.en how to play the gaf!1e grace

fully. 11
8 

rerhaps the most revolting idea expressed in lit

erature is tLe girl who does not conform to the female role 

and is labelled a tomboy but enas up in the traditional role 

finding mother was right ana dresses can be pretty. Parents 

have been brainwashed too well and have become too fear-

ful their , . .)irl who enjoys sports and likes science will 

become "masculine." 'rhis works the other way for the boy 

who likes to cook, knit, etc. and will become 11 feminine." 

if one still doe:, not feel females are stereotypect, 

a study by Key from the g9.~£rt~ !!:inglisb Se£!.£~ for junior 

hie:,h stuuents should change one's mind. Women were shown 

doing the following: 

1. 
an of1'ice. 

2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
d. 

vaunting votes for males who were nominated for 

~inding their beauty is shortlived. 
Accompanying mfui on hunting trips. 
uitting with fans in their hands. 
I~tting cream on their faces ana lying in bed. 
~oisoning their husbanas. 
Being eaten by al~igators. 
Rearing children. 

7Letty Cottin Pogrebin, op. cit., p. 26. 

8J:i'eminists on vhildren's Literature, op. cit., p. 21. 

9Mary Ritchie Key, op. cit., p. 172. 
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Along with this, lJiane btavn analyzed novels pop

Hlar with beys . .t1ere, girlfriends and moth\;;rs were "un

pleasant characters, one-dimensional, bi tcl1y, and idealized. 

uirls accompanying teenage boys were inadequately flesh~d 

out, tinny, paper thin made of angel stuff, and quiet. 10 

After finish~ng twelve years of education reading books de

picting males and females as the above, there is no wonder 

males and females have difficulty in communicating and par

ticipating in activities as equals. 

~he ima~e of parents is also bein~ stereotyped in 

juvenile literatlire. I l~ve mentioned the image of tte 

mother, but fath~rs also continue their role from a child. 

They must support the faCTily and protect the mother. 

It seems even auimalo are alsu depicted as having 

predeter~ined sex roles. Those characterized as female in

clued the cat, cow, goat, horse, and pig while males are 

typed as a fox, frog, dog, or mouse. ~ven female animals 

can not 0 et away from the costume of a typical woman-- a 

dress and apron. If one doubts the overwhelming majority 

of male animal stories, one only has to look at those by 

Dr. ~euss or ~aurice bendak. 

lOM R"t h" K ·t 172 r.ary 1 c ie ey, op. ci . , p. . 



vhapter 3 

FINDINGD Oli' BOOKS b.:XAl'llniJJ 

This thesis has tried to ~ive a complete and 

objective overview of ebch selection. The following gen

eralizations, however, are those assimilated by the author 

of this paper and not the opinions of any individual's 

work. 

G.i:,N.DR.ALlZAl'lvN;.:; O.B' 1'lfo BOOKl:::i 

The first one,~ §~£El ~ ~to£_l by Gail~. Haley 

depicted some very prominent roles. DVen African stories 

center around the male who can outwit others to succeed. 

'l'he o1sky Gcd" was naturally a male. The only female char

acter was a mysterious fairy who was "never seen by any man." 

The ferocious charac~ers were males-- the leopard and hor

net. Of course, the hero could have been no other than a 

male hunter of the tribe. 

Another book dominated by the image of man was 

1.f All the i.::ieas Were .Qne ~ea by .Janina lJornanska. It 

seemed very fitting that something as big ana powerful as 

the sea had to be characterized along with a man. Bhe used 

the term man throughout the rhyme as: 

and if all the men were one man, 
What a great man ttat would be 
and if the great man took the great ax 

8 
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and cut down the great tree .... 

Knee-Knock ~!~~ by r-la talie .oabbi tt also centered 

around the male sex. The boy here was the kind who bad to 

be brave, afraid of nothing. Of course, this was the re

sponse ~gan bad to portray in the book, especially after be

ing dared by a female. The typical family image was also 

brought out. ~or instance, when a family went to a fair, 

"r:1en stood around rumbling and smoking with pleasure and 

mothers ran after children." 

Another male centered story featured tw0 black 

boys in Th~ Pl~net ££ ~~iO£ ~££~g by virginia Hamilton. 

Junior's mother was vividly described as being rather dom

ineering, a worry wart, along with being sickly and putting 

his father down. Junior's role was som~what unique in that 

he was portrayed as a fat, ugly person who is usually re

stricted to girls. ~ven though he was portrayed this way, 

the end of the story showed him as someone, with mauy prob-

1~ms, who Qhould be pitied. 

This male-centered story again portrayea th~ in

genious minas 01· males. In the !i±.S!!.E ~!.E.£hen by 1v1aurice 

bendak showed a small boy determining why we have cake in 

the morning. ~ven though the bakers lmale, of course) 

ran out of milk, Mickey was able to knead dough into an air

plane and found milk. He became once again the tero be

cause of his ability to think upon distress. 

In The Witch's Brat where males dominated, several 

derogatory implications were made of females. About the 
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only mention of women was in reference to ~ovel's grand

mother who fitted the catee,ory of being a mysterious woman 

where peo~le labelled her a witch (another character saved 

just for women). ~ven though Level inherits his grand

mother's powers, he does not assume the name witch and the 

book centered on the positive resul~s of his powers. 

Another implication assumed to be typical of worrying, stupid 

wom~n concerned the idea expressed that women feel one will 

be more likely to cut oneself with a sharp knife than a 

dull one. The book implied all women had this misconception. 

The male became the hero again in this dramatic 

book, l'he ~!!6!:l t!2.2!!. by william bleater. 'l'WO Indian 

children, boy and girl, were shown as close friends, although 

the boy seemed to dominate as the wiser person. l''or instance, 

when the girl made a derogatory remark about the moon, the 

boy told her she should not have made the moon angry, and 

immediately the girl was taken away by the moon. The boy's 

in6 enious mind gave him the idea to shoot arrows in the sky 

to make a ladder to rescue the girl. Like all boys, his 

bravery was amazing and his dedication to the girl over

whelming. ~ven though rains heated on him and winds shook 

the ladder, he went higher and higher. liuided by a grand

mother in the sky who was illustrated as though a witch

doctor, he found the girl. She was portrayed as the scared 

wailing female. To round out the roles, the moon put on the 

face of an ugly man. '1'h1s portrayal aid. not say much for 

the male image. 
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One Fi!!~~& by J'Jonny ttogrogian falls under 

male animal stories. In this particular story, a fox rein

forced the idea of being sly, cunning and thus, he assumed 

the rol~ of a male. The roles for females were described 

with the terms as ,ian old woman, a fair sweet maiden and a 

chicken as a hen." 

Another animal book depicting males was one about 

frogs, Fr2_g and •road Are .tt•riends by Arnold Lobel. 'l'his 

book was not strong in character or content. lt was just 

a story of two friends and their experiences with little 

implications. 

In contrast was the book, whose Mouse Are You? by 

Robert Kraus. This book was especially written for boys 

wnen one sees the mouse racing in a sports car along side 

his fatht:r or saving his mother from the cat and his father 

from the trap and bringing his sister safely home . .t;ach 

member of the family was stereotyped not only in words but 

also in the illustrations. For instance, the mouse's 

mother's love was illustrated by her brinbing him lots of 

cheese and food while the father's love was shown by driving 

sports cars. They were pictured as the wild racers with 

racing goggles and scarves aroung their neck. Last, the 

sister showed her love by painting colors on the wall--a 

nice quit:t activity for a girl. This picture book, read 

by early childhood children, fits very nicely into the big 

brother image, the loving domestic mother, the car fan 

father, and the placid sister image. 
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In the books where girls were the main characters, 

their roles were usually so stereotyped, it might have 

been just as well if they had not been given the center of 

attention . .t'Or instance, The other Pe2,.2,le by Janet McNeill 

centered her story around a 13-year-old Girl but failed to 

ignorethe social aspects inflicted upon females. That is, 

Kate was shown as interested in parties and all the fuss 

and preparation a girl GOBS through to look pretty. ~he was 

amazed how nice she looked with her hair fixed and a new 

dress on. The girls' thoughts caLle out as though they were 

trying to play "hard to get" to make them look more glam

ouous. However, the book was not a total loss since Kate 

possessed an adventuresome nature and liked to explore, 

although she had to be coaxed by a male to explore an old 

house because of fri~ht. 

In The .t1eadless CuEl:,d by Lielpha Keatley Snyder, women 

were a6ain rnaae out to be strange people. '1'he main char-

acter, Amc:illda, was presented as beinr.; wrapped up in the 

supernatural. The illustrations also depicted her as stran6e-

looped braids on top of her hair, metal ornament on her 

forehead, and long dresses was her costume. Dhe did take 

the lead in tryin6 to solve the mystery of the cupid, but 

when thin~s really got spooky she had to rely on her step

brother to give her courage to go on. 

Although this book, 'l'he Summer £f th~ §.~.§., by 

Betsy Byars, tried to hide its implications of what a 

young girl supposedly is interested in by centering the 
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action on another character, the sex role still <...:1or:1ina ted. 

'l'his book brousht out the typical. tomboy plot. Sara, a 

14-year-old, was very upset about her appearnace, especially 

her big feet. Of course, she had a very pretty older sis

ter who tried to console her and advise her on Sara's 

social life. Even the frantic seai.-ch for her lost brother 

worked perfect into the plot, since she enaed up being 

asked out by a former enemy who suddenly turned into a friend. 

Th~ 'l'O!!!bs 2.f ~~~~ by Ursula .K .• LeGuin centered 

around a girl who did possess a mind of her own. However, 

there were some insta11ces that conformed to the usual role

playing. ~ven a reincarnated priestess was not excluded 

from womanly chores. At the palace, girls "learned how to 

spin, weave ... how to plant and harvest and prepare the 

food they· ate." Due to tlie structured life led by priestess, 

the book gave the gi1·ls two alternatives; priestess or mar

riage. The stereotyping was also beautifully e~hibited 

toward the end: 

The little girls with their pale faces ana furtive 
ways, the restless novices, the priestesses whose 
looks were stern and cool but whose lives were all 

a secret triangle of jealousies and small am-
bitions and wasted passions. 

These are traits commortly kept just for women. The book 

could not end any other way than the shining knight who 

saves again. The reincarnated priestess was led safely 

away from the evils of the god by no other t~an a male who 

protected lier and found a home wnere she would be safe and 

able to visit at his wish. 

Although this book,!~~~ and the Old One by 



14 

1v1iska i''.iles, did not show lndian women in an unpleasant 

manner, it did center around the duties delegated to women. 

It presented the idea there is a time wuen all Indian 

girls must learn how to weave along with cooking. In 

contrast, the father was seen making jewelry and hunting. 

Howev~r, it did show respect for the elder grandmother who 

was considered a very wise old woman. 

~ven the ttussians have followed the united States 

in their error of role-playing. Vasilisa the ~eautiful 

branslated by Thomas P. Whitney is a counterpart to the 

book liinderella. Of course, Vasilioa personified the desir-

able wo1,1cnly virtues of beauty, purity, and goodness. This 

was especially brou6ht out in contrast to her jealous, 

cruel stepmother and stepsisters who exernJlified all fe

maie failings. Naturally, children see that by being sweet 

and passive, prince charmi~g will sweep you away to his 

castle where you will live "happily ever after." 

The last two books examined were the perfect ex

amples of the ~eneralizations exemplified for each sex. 

!~!.!~~a Mitzi by Lore oegal incarnated the roles of 

mothers and sisters and was supported by the illustrations. 

The inside. covers portrayed Mitzi strolling and feeding 

her baby brother, playing with her dolls, aud a mother 

rE. bbi t holding a baby bottle. As one continued in the 

script, she was seen sitting at a park bench, reading a 

book wnile watching her bro~her a~d around her, boys were 
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playing with balloons. both Gitzi and her mother went 

tl~o~gh the routines of child care: feeding, changing the 

diaper, and dressing. The mother was even given second 

iLportance by having the baby's first reaction be "dada" 

when the mother came in to pick him up. When the family 

came down with a cold, tl1e mother again took second fid

dler. bhe had to becom~ the concerned nurse. When both 

tLe father and mother had a cold, the father went to bed, 

while the mother waited on the farnily until she became so 

sick the grandmother had to take over. The typical family 

portrayal was very evident. 

l!,ven thout;h '.£he Little Girl and !;!~ J:1£~}1e£ by 

Beatrice bchenk Ve Hegniers was not on any outstanding 

list, it was chosen perhap~ as an outstanding example of 

the exploitation of the female role. The book did a per

fect job of orientating a young eirl to what she should 

act like. 'l'he book showed wl1at mothers do and how 11 ttle 'fr-ls 

na tura.1..1y .ro.L.iow their r:iothers. In fact, the book began 

with the statement, ".twerything the mother does the lit-

tle girl wants to do. i;verything. 11 'l1he crucial question 

is what cioes the mother do-- everytLing one thinks mothers 

do: she swept the floor, fed the cat (not the dog), kissed 

aaddy good-by, drank coffee, and put on lipstick. It ended 

by i:;i ving a little girl this future; 11 she' 11 be a r:1other 

someday and will be able to do all those things like her 

mother and she'll even have a little girl." The book re

inforced that girls will be aothers with little girls who 



will do 11 motLer tiLinGS." 

Il\ . .i'LU.!!i.NC.b; UF BOOKS ON CHILDRJ!;N 

On the whole, tbe books just presented support 

the previous generalizations or studies on the sex roles 

as depicted in ju~enile books. The serious matter con

cerning this stereotyping is what do children learn from 

tl:lese books:- Trumpeter and \.lrowe feel boys learn they 

should be: 

resourceful, adventurous, independent, active 
and better than girls in every way. '.L.'hey learn 
that as men they will be fathers and carry 
on some activity outside the home. A girl 
sees she is expected to watch the boys per
form, take care of younger children, depend 
on men for advice and protection, and com-
pete !±th other girls for the attention of 
boys. 

16 

1n this statement, one is assuming children do learn from 

books. uome feel the perpetuation of sex roles in liter

ature is bound to influence a young child at a time when 

socializing patterns are forming. Leah Heyn feels the 

role in child growth played by children's books is an in

fluence in "terms of the developmc:nt of the senses, the idea 

of reini'orcernen-c, of knowled6e expansion, and the liberation 

from the child's born-into environment." 12 

111'1argo Trumpet er and .Linda v. Crowe, op. cit. , p. 502. 

12Mary Ritchie Key, op. cit., p. 167. 



vhapter 4 

Summary 

In a society which should reflect the ideas and 

values of people within it, authors, publishers, illus

trators, ~tc. arc ~u~ug to have to step back and reeval

uate their contributions to society. rl'he role women want 

and are playing is changing; thus, change in the realm of 

liter,0 ture must occur. This applies not only to women 

but men, also. ~he publishi~g world must be willing to 

evaluate itself critically to give a totally fresh, un

biased portrayal of males, fer:aales, blacks, and whites. 

If the publishing world does not take it upon itself, 

others will and are doing so at the present time. The 

argument "no girl was ever ruined by a book" is over. Many 

feel "maybe not by one book, but a cumulative library of 

negative, stultifying stories, books, and po~ms can go a

long way toward the ruination of the female spirit." 13 

What concerned men and women are desiring are books 

that will let their sons and daughters chose, to have the 

freedom to develop as persons, not roleplayers. They want 

stories that offer alterI1cttive lifestyl~s and where men and 

women have concerns and diverse identities. 

We need books that sbow mothers who prefer to stay 

l3Letty 0ottin Pogrebin, op. cit., p. 20. 

n 
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home and keep house and mothers who enjoy working outside 

the home. "Girls neea to be given the equal chance to be

come intellilent, active, and alive." 14 ~very individual 

should be encouraged to develop to his or her full po

tential. 

14z.ena Sutherlan, '1 make No Mystique About It," 
~~.!!~E~~l Eevie!'._, 1•1arch 20, 19?1, p. 30. 
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