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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
TRICKSTER TALE
OF BRER RABBIT
AND THE TAR
BABY

Few  folktales  have
embedded  themselves
into the cultural fabric
o f  A m e r i c a n
storytelling  as  deeply
as  The  Brer  Rabbit
and  the  Tar  Baby.
This  classic  narrative,
born  from  the  oral
traditions  of  enslaved
African Americans, has
fascinated  readers,
scholars,  and  children
for  generations.  At  its
heart,  the  story  is  a

deceptively  simple
encounter  between  a
clever  rabbit  and  a
sticky,  inanimate trap.
Y e t  b e n e a t h  t h e
surface  of  cunning
trickery and humorous
mishap  l ies  a  r ich
tapestry  of  survival
w i s d o m ,  s o c i a l
commentary ,  and
t i m e l e s s  m o r a l
complexity. For anyone
seeking to  understand
the roots  of  American
folklore,  the legacy of
resistance literature, or
simply the art of a well-
spun  yarn,  the  Brer
Rabbit  and  the  Tar
Baby story remains an
essential and endlessly
rewarding subject.
This  art icle  delves
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deep  into  the  origins,
charac te rs ,  p lo t ,
symbolism, and lasting
influence  of  this  iconic
tale.  We  will  explore
h o w  a  s e e m i n g l y
simple  story  about  a
rabbit and a doll of tar
became  a  powerful
m e t a p h o r  f o r
i n t e l l i g e n c e
overcoming  brute
f o r c e ,  a n d  w h y  i t
continues  to  resonate
with  audiences  more
than a century after it
was  first  widely
published.  Whether
you  are  a  student  of
literature,  a  lover  of
folklore,  or  simply
curious  about  one  of
America's most famous
trickster  figures,  this
comprehensive  guide
wi l l  prov ide  f resh
i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e
adventures  of  Brer
Rabbit.

THE ORIGINS OF

THE TALE: FROM
AFRICAN ORAL
TRADITION TO
AMERICAN
FOLKLORE

To  truly  appreciate
The Brer Rabbit and
the  Tar  Baby ,  one
must  first  understand
its  cultural  genesis.
The  s to ry  d id  no t
spring from the pen of
a  single  author  but
evolved over centuries
w i t h i n  t h e  o r a l
traditions of West and
Central Africa. In these
ancestral  homelands,
the  trickster  figure
often took the form of
a  small,  vulnerable
animal—such  as  a
hare,  a  spider,  or  a
tortoise—who  used
intelligence and deceit
to  survive  against
larger,  more  powerful
predators.  These tales
s e r v e d  a s  b o t h
entertainment  and
covert  instruction,
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teaching lessons about
r e s o u r c e f u l n e s s ,
c a u t i o n ,  a n d  t h e
s u b v e r s i o n  o f
authority.

The
Journey
Across
the
Atlantic
W h e n  e n s l a v e d
Africans  were  forcibly
transported  to  the
Americas, they carried
their stories with them.
In  the  plantation  fields
of the American South,
t h e s e  n a r r a t i v e s
adap ted  t o  a  new
environment  while
retaining  their  core
themes .  The  hare
became  the  rabbit,
specifically  the Eastern
Cottontail,  a  creature

c o m m o n  t o  t h e
Southern  landscape.
The larger,  oppressive
figures  in  the
tales—bears,  foxes,
and  wolves—became
symbolic  stand-ins  for
the  slave  master  and
the  systemic  power
s t ruc tu res  o f  t he
antebellum South. The
Brer Rabbit and the
Tar Baby story, in this
c o n t e x t ,  w a s  n o t
merely  a  children's
fab le  but  a  coded
narrative of  resistance
and survival.

The Role
of Joel
Chandler
Harris
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and the
Uncle
Remus

Stories
T h e  t a l e  e n t e r e d
mainstream  American
c o n s c i o u s n e s s
primarily  through  the
work  of  Joel  Chandler
H a r r i s ,  a  w h i t e
j o u r n a l i s t  f r o m
Georgia.  In  the  late
19th  century,  Harris
published  a  series  of
stories  under  the  title
Unc le  Remus :  H i s
Songs and His Sayings
(1881).  Harris  claimed
to have collected these
tales  directly  from
Afr i can  Amer ican
s t o r y t e l l e r s  o n
Southern  plantations.
He  presented  them
through  the  fictional
character  of  Uncle

Remus,  an  elder ly
formerly enslaved man
who shares the stories
with  a  young  white
boy. The Brer Rabbit
and  the  Tar  Baby
story  was  among  the
most  famous of  these
collected works.  While
H a r r i s ' s  w o r k  i s
c r e d i t e d  w i t h
preserv ing  these
narratives  for  a  wider
audience,  it  has  also
been  the  subject  of
significant  criticism  for
i t s  d i a l e c t
representation  and  its
r o m a n t i c i z e d ,
paternalistic framing of
the  plantation  South.
Nonethe less ,  the
publ icat ion  of  the
Uncle  Remus  stories
ensured that the tale of
Brer Rabbit and the Tar
Baby would become a
permanent  fixture  of
Amer ican  l i terary
culture.
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A DETAILED
SUMMARY OF THE

STORY

For  readers  unfamiliar
with the narrative, here
i s  a  c o n c i s e  b u t
thorough  summary  of
the classic plot of The
Brer Rabbit and the
Tar Baby.
The  story  begins  with
Brer Fox, the perennial
antagonist  of  Brer
Rabbit.  Having  grown
tired  of  the  rabbit's
constant  tricks  and
escapes,  Brer  Fox
dev i ses  a  p lan  he
believes  is  foolproof.
He  fashions  a  figure
o u t  o f  t a r  a n d
turpentine,  dresses  it
up to look like a little
child,  and  places  it
directly in the path that
Brer Rabbit uses every
day.  Satisfied  with  his
handiwork,  Brer  Fox
hides  nearby,  waiting
for his plan to unfold.
As  expected,  Brer

Rabbit  comes hopping
down the road. He sees
the  Tar  Baby  sitting
there and greets it with
a  c h e e r f u l  " G o o d
morning!"  When  the
Tar  Baby  does  not
respond, Brer Rabbit is
puzzled. He repeats his
g r e e t i n g ,  t h e n
becomes  annoyed.  He
warns  the  silent  figure
that if it does not say
hello,  he will  strike it.
T h e  T a r  B a b y ,  o f
c o u r s e ,  r e m a i n s
motionless  and  mute.
True to his word, Brer
Rabbit punches the Tar
Baby with his right fist.
His  hand  becomes
stuck fast in the sticky
tar.  Infur iated,  he
warns  that  he  wi l l
s t r ike  again  i f  the
figure  does  not  let  go.
He then punches with
his  left  hand,  which
also becomes stuck. In
mounting  frustration,
Brer  Rabbit  kicks  the
Tar Baby with both feet



6

6 The Brer Rabbit And The Tar
Baby

2023-04-24

and finally rams it with
his  head,  one  by  one
all  of  his  appendages
becoming  hopelessly
entangled  in  the  tar.
At this point, Brer Fox
emerges  f rom  h is
hiding  place,  laughing
t r iumphant ly .  He
boasts  about  finally
capturing his nemesis.
Brer  Fox  taunts  Brer
Rabbit,  discussing
various ways to punish
him—from drowning to
hang ing  t o  be ing
thrown  into  a  briar
patch. Throughout this,
Brer  Rabbit  maintains
his  composure  and
beg ins  to  beg .  He
pleads with Brer Fox to
do anything but throw
him  into  the  br iar
p a t c h .  T h e  m o r e
v e h e m e n t l y  B r e r
Rabbit protests against
the  briar  patch,  the
m o r e  B r e r  F o x  i s
convinced  that  this  is
the worst possible fate.
In  a  classic  display of

reverse  psychology,
Brer  Fox  decides  that
the  br ia r  patch  i s
exac t l y  t he  r i gh t
punishment.  He  grabs
Brer Rabbit by the leg,
swings  him  over  his
head,  and throws him
deep  into  the  briar
patch.
For  a  moment,  all  is
silent.  Then,  Brer  Fox
hears a voice. It is Brer
R a b b i t ,  s i t t i n g
comfortably  on  a  log,
calmly  picking the  tar
f rom  h is  fu r .  B rer
Rabbit calls out, "I was
born  and  bred  in  a
briar patch, Brer Fox! A
b r i a r  pa t ch  i s  my
home!" The story ends
w i t h  B r e r  R a b b i t
escaping  once  again,
outsmarting  Brer  Fox
t h r o u g h  w i t  a n d
cunning.

ANALYZING THE
KEY CHARACTERS
AND THEIR
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SYMBOLISM

The enduring appeal of
The Brer Rabbit and
the Tar Baby lies not
just  in  its  plot  but  in
the  r i ch  symbo l i c
w e i g h t  o f  i t s
characters.  Each figure
represents  more  than
just a simple woodland
creature.

Brer
Rabbit:
The
Archetyp
al
Trickster
Brer  Rabbi t  i s  the
embodiment  of  the
trickster  archetype,  a
figure found in virtually
e v e r y  c u l t u r e
worldwide, from Anansi

the  Spider  in  West
Africa  to  Coyote  in
N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n
traditions. He is small,
seemingly  powerless,
a n d  c o n s t a n t l y
threatened  by  larger,
stronger  adversaries.
H o w e v e r ,  h e
compensates  for  his
physical weakness with
extraordinary  cunning,
verbal  agi l i ty,  and
psychological  insight.
He  understands  his
enemy's  pride  and
uses it against them. In
the  context  of  the
American  South,  Brer
Rabbit represented the
ens laved  A f r i can
American  who  had  to
r e l y  o n  w i t  a n d
indirection  to  survive.
His  escape  into  the
b r i a r  p a t c h  i s  a
powerful metaphor: the
v e r y  p l a c e  t h a t
a p p e a r s  t o  b e
punishment is, for him,
a  place  of  safety  and
home.  He  knows  his
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environment  better
than  his  oppressor
does.

Brer Fox:
The
Powerful
but
Gullible
Adversar
y
Brer Fox represents the
establ ished  power
s t r u c t u r e .  H e  i s
stronger,  faster,  and
more  resourceful  in  a
conventional sense. He
believes  his  plan  with
the Tar Baby is brilliant
because  he  thinks  in
terms of physical traps.
Yet  he  is  repeatedly
outwitted  because  he

underestimates  his
opponent.  Brer  Fox's
fatal  flaw  is  his  pride
and his inability to see
beyond the  literal.  He
mistakes Brer Rabbit's
pleas  as  genuine  fear
rather  than  strategic
manipulation.  In  many
interpretations,  Brer
Fox  symbolizes  the
slave  master  or  any
authority  figure  who
relies  on  brute  force
but  lacks  the  cultural
a n d  c o n t e x t u a l
i n t e l l i g e n c e  t o
outmaneuver  the
oppressed.

The Tar
Baby:
The Silent
Trap
T h e  T a r  B a b y  i s
perhaps  the  most
c o m p l e x  a n d
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ambiguous  element  in
the story. On one level,
it  is  simply a physical
trap—a  doll  made  of
t a r  d e s i g n e d  t o
immobilize.  But  it  is
a l s o  a  s y m b o l  o f
s i l e n c e  a n d  n o n -
response.  Brer  Rabbit
becomes  enraged  not
just  because  the  Tar
Baby refuses to speak,
but because it refuses
to  acknowledge  him.
This  silence  can  be
interpreted  as  the
dehumanizing  silence
of  the  oppress ive
system that refuses to
hear  the  voice  of  the
o p p r e s s e d .
Alternatively,  the  Tar
Baby represents a test
of impulse control. Brer
Rabbit's  inability  to
walk  away  from  the
silent  figure  serves  as
a  cautionary  lesson
about letting pride and
anger override wisdom.
The  term  "tar  baby"
has also controversially

entered  the  English
l a n g u a g e  a s  a
m e t a p h o r  f o r  a
problem that becomes
more  complicated  the
more one engages with
it.

MORAL LESSONS
AND
INTERPRETATIONS
OF THE TALE

Like  all  great  folklore,
the  Brer Rabbit  and
the  Tar  Baby  story
has  been  interpreted
on multiple levels. It is
not a tale with a single,
fixed  moral  but  a
narrative  that  yields
different  meanings
depend ing  on  the
reader's  perspective
and  context.

Intelligen
ce Over
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Brute
Strength
T h e  m o s t
straightforward reading
o f  t h e  t a l e  i s  a
c e l e b r a t i o n  o f
in te l l igence  over
physical  power.  Brer
Rabbit  demonstrates
that size and strength
a r e  n o t  t h e  o n l y
measures  of  success.
I n  a  w o r l d  w h e r e
justice is often not on
the  side  of  the  weak,
the trickster shows that
survival  is  possible
through  cleverness,
pat ience,  and  the
ability to think several
moves ahead. This is a
deeply  empowering
message, especially for
those  who  find
themselves in positions
of powerlessness.

The
Danger of
Pride and
Impulse
This  interpretation
f o c u s e s  o n  B r e r
Rabbit's  initial  failure.
He  does  not  need  to
punch the Tar Baby. He
could  have  s imply
walked  around  it  or
ignored  it.  His  own
pride  and  anger  at
being  disrespected
lead  directly  to  his
entrapment.  In  this
reading, the story is a
cautionary  tale  about
the  dangers  of  letting
ego  dictate  actions.
The Tar Baby becomes
a  mirror  reflecting  the
protagonist 's  own
flaws.  Only  by
r e g a i n i n g  h i s
composure  and  using
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his  wi ts  does  Brer
Rabbit escape the trap
he  himself  fell  into
through  impulsiveness.

A Coded
Message
of
Resistanc
e
F rom  a  h i s to r i ca l
perspective,  the  story
is  a  powerful  allegory
of  resistance  against
opp ress i on .  B re r
Rabbit's triumph is the
t r i u m p h  o f  t h e
enslaved  over  the
master .  The  br ia r
patch,  so  feared  by
Brer Fox, is actually the
rabbit's native habitat.
This speaks directly to
the  exper ience  of
enslaved  people  who
were forced into a new

environment  but  who
created a culture and a
community  that  was
t h e i r  o w n .  T h e
message  is  clear:  the
oppressor  does  not
understand  the  world
of  the  oppressed  and
therefore  cannot  truly
trap  them.  The  Brer
Rabbit  and  the  Tar
Baby  story,  in  this
context,  is  a  story  of
survival,  dignity,  and
e v e n t u a l  v i c t o r y
through  wit.

THE CULTURAL
IMPACT AND
ENDURING LEGACY

The  influence  of  The
Brer Rabbit and the
Tar Baby  extends far
beyond  the  printed
page.  The  story  has
permeated  American
popular  culture  in
numerous  ways.

Literature and
Film: The Uncle
Remus stories
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were adapted by
Disney into the
controversial but
influential 1946
film Song of the
South. This film
introduced the
characters of
Brer Rabbit, Brer
Fox, and Brer
Bear to a global
audience but
also sparked
significant
debate about its
racial
stereotypes and
its nostalgic
depiction of the
Reconstruction-
era South. The
story has also
been referenced
in works by
authors ranging
from Toni
Morrison to Ralph
Ellison.
Language and
Idiom: As
mentioned, the
phrase "tar

baby" has
entered the
English language
as an idiom
describing a
sticky,
intractable
problem.
Similarly, "born
and bred in a
briar patch" is
used to describe
someone who is
uniquely
qualified to
navigate a
difficult
environment.
Psychological
and
Sociological
Study: Scholars
in folklore,
anthropology,
and African
American studies
have extensively
analyzed the
Brer Rabbit
cycle. The stories
are studied as
examples of
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signifyin'—a
rhetorical
practice within
African American
culture involving
indirect, often
witty, forms of
communication
designed to
outsmart an
opponent.
Adaptations
and Retellings:
Countless
children's picture
books, animated
shorts, and audio
recordings have

retold the story
of Brer Rabbit
and the Tar
Baby. Modern
retellings often
work to reclaim
the story from its
problematic
associations,
focusing on the
agency and
intelligence of
the rabbit while
acknowledging
the complex
history of the
tale.

CONTROVERS


