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Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry: A Timeless Tale of Bravery and Self-Discovery

call it courage by armstrong sperry is a classic novel that has captivated readers for decades with its
powerful themes of courage, personal growth, and resilience. First published in 1940, this Newbery Medal-
winning book tells the story of a young boy named Mafatu, who embarks on a transformative journey to
overcome his fears and prove his bravery. Through vivid storytelling and rich cultural detail, Armstrong
Sperry offers readers not just an adventure, but a profound exploration of what it means to find courage
within oneself.

The Story Behind Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry

At its heart, call it courage by armstrong sperry is a coming-of-age story set against the backdrop of the
South Pacific islands. Mafatu, the protagonist, is a Polynesian boy who has been branded a coward because of
his intense fear of the sea—a fear that deeply conflicts with his community’s seafaring traditions. Determined
to prove his worth, Mafatu sets out alone on a small canoe into the vast ocean, facing natural dangers and
inner doubts alike.

Armstrong Sperry, who was a seasoned traveler and artist, used his firsthand experiences in the South Pacific
to create an authentic setting that brings the story to life. The novel’s vivid descriptions of island life, the
ocean’s beauty and peril, and the challenges Mafatu faces make the reading experience immersive and emotionally
resonant. This authenticity has helped call it courage by armstrong sperry remain a beloved book among
readers of all ages.

Exploring the Themes and Messages in Call It Courage

What makes call it courage by armstrong sperry stand out is not just the adventure, but the deeper themes it
explores. Here are some of the key messages that readers can take away from the novel:

The Journey of Overcoming Fear

Mafatu’s story is fundamentally about fear and how it can be confronted and conquered. His initial terror of
the sea is relatable to anyone who has faced a personal challenge or insecurity. Throughout the novel,
Mafatu learns that courage is not the absence of fear but the determination to face it head-on. This message
continues to resonate, especially with young readers who may be navigating their own fears and anxieties.

Self-Reliance and Growth

Another important theme in call it courage by armstrong sperry is the idea of self-reliance. Mafatu’s survival
depends on his ability to think independently, adapt to his environment, and trust in his own skills. The novel
highlights how personal growth often requires stepping outside one’s comfort zone and embracing uncertainty.
Sperry’s portrayal of Mafatu’s maturation is both inspiring and instructive, encouraging readers to develop
resilience and confidence.



Respect for Nature

The natural world is almost a character itself in call it courage by armstrong sperry. The sea, the islands,
and the wildlife all play crucial roles in Mafatu’s journey. Sperry’s detailed descriptions cultivate a deep
respect for nature’s power and beauty. This environmental mindfulness is woven seamlessly into the narrative,
reminding readers of the importance of living in harmony with the natural world.

Armstrong Sperry’s Writing Style and Impact

One of the reasons call it courage by armstrong sperry has endured as a classic is due to Sperry’s engaging
and accessible writing style. His prose is clear yet evocative, making the novel suitable for both middle-grade
readers and adults. The pacing balances moments of tension and reflection, keeping readers emotionally invested.

Authenticity Through Research and Experience

Sperry’s background as an artist and explorer enriches the text with cultural and environmental accuracy.
This authenticity sets call it courage apart from many other adventure stories of its time, offering a
respectful depiction of Polynesian culture rather than a stereotyped or exoticized view.

Legacy and Influence on Children’s Literature

Winning the Newbery Medal in 1941 cemented call it courage by armstrong sperry’s place in children’s
literature history. The novel has inspired countless young readers to embrace courage and self-discovery. It
also helped pave the way for more diverse and culturally rich stories in youth fiction, showing that stories
from different parts of the world have universal appeal.

Why Read Call It Courage Today?

In a world where challenges and uncertainties are common, the lessons from call it courage by armstrong
sperry remain remarkably relevant. Here’s why this novel continues to be a valuable read:

Timeless Themes: Fear, courage, and growth are experiences everyone can relate to, regardless of age or
background.

Educational Value: The book offers insight into Polynesian culture and the natural environment of the
South Pacific, enriching readers’ understanding of the world.

Encourages Resilience: Mafatu’s story is a reminder that setbacks and fears are part of life but can be
overcome with determination.

Beautiful Storytelling: Sperry’s vivid imagery and emotional depth make the novel an engaging read from
start to finish.



Tips for Readers and Educators

If you’re considering introducing call it courage by armstrong sperry to younger readers or using it in a
classroom setting, here are some ways to enhance the experience:

Discuss the Concept of Courage: Have conversations about what courage means in different contexts,1.
using Mafatu’s journey as a starting point.

Explore Polynesian Culture: Supplement the book with information about the customs, geography, and2.
history of the Pacific islands.

Connect to Personal Experiences: Encourage readers to reflect on times they faced fears or challenges3.
and how they managed them.

Engage with Nature: Use the novel’s environmental themes as a springboard for outdoor activities or4.
nature study.

The Enduring Appeal of Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry

Decades after its publication, call it courage by armstrong sperry continues to inspire readers with its
heartfelt exploration of bravery and self-belief. Mafatu’s tale reminds us all that true courage is found not in
the absence of fear, but in the strength to face it. The novel’s blend of adventure, cultural richness, and
timeless life lessons ensures that it remains a treasured story, inviting each new generation to discover the
power of calling it courage.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Call It Courage' by Armstrong Sperry?

The main theme of 'Call It Courage' is bravery and self-discovery, as the protagonist Mafatu overcomes his
fear of the sea and proves his courage.

Who is the protagonist in 'Call It Courage' and what challenge does he
face?

The protagonist is Mafatu, a young Polynesian boy who struggles with a deep fear of the ocean, and he faces
the challenge of conquering this fear to prove his courage.

How does Mafatu's journey in 'Call It Courage' symbolize personal growth?

Mafatu's journey symbolizes personal growth as he leaves his village, survives alone on an island, and returns
transformed, showing that facing fears leads to maturity and confidence.

What role does nature play in 'Call It Courage'?

Nature is both an adversary and a teacher in the story, presenting challenges like storms and wild animals that
Mafatu must overcome, ultimately helping him grow stronger and braver.



Why is 'Call It Courage' considered an important book for young readers?

It is considered important because it teaches valuable lessons about courage, perseverance, and self-reliance,
inspiring young readers to face their own fears and challenges.

How does Armstrong Sperry's background influence the story in 'Call It
Courage'?

Armstrong Sperry's experience as a sailor and his interest in Polynesian culture deeply influenced the authentic
setting and detailed descriptions of island life and the sea in 'Call It Courage'.

Additional Resources
Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry: An In-Depth Exploration of a Timeless Classic

call it courage by armstrong sperry stands as a notable work in children’s literature, capturing the essence of
bravery, self-discovery, and cultural immersion through the story of a young Polynesian boy named Mafatu.
First published in 1940, this Newbery Medal-winning novel has maintained its relevance over the decades, both
as an adventurous tale and a profound psychological journey. This article delves into the thematic depth,
narrative style, and cultural context of Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry, examining why it continues to
resonate with readers and educators alike.

Historical and Literary Context of Call It Courage by Armstrong
Sperry

Armstrong Sperry, an American writer and illustrator, drew heavily from his experiences in the South Pacific
to craft Call It Courage. The book was released during a period when children’s literature was increasingly
exploring themes beyond simple morality tales or fairy tales. This novel marked a shift toward more realistic
and culturally rich storytelling, offering young readers an adventurous yet introspective narrative.

Set on the islands of the South Pacific, the book reflects a fascination with Polynesian culture and
mythology, though it is important to recognize the lens through which Sperry viewed these cultures—as an
outsider. Despite this, the story offers a respectful portrayal of island life, traditions, and the natural
environment, which enriches the narrative texture and provides educational value.

The Narrative and Thematic Analysis

At its core, Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry is a coming-of-age story. The protagonist, Mafatu, is a boy
ostracized by his tribe due to his fear of the sea, a significant handicap in a culture dependent on fishing and
seafaring. This fear symbolizes a broader human struggle with courage and self-acceptance.

Character Development and Psychological Depth

Mafatu’s journey is emblematic of the universal quest for bravery. His decision to leave his home and face the
ocean alone initiates a transformative experience. Through trials such as survival in the wilderness,
encounters with wildlife, and confronting his own fears, Mafatu evolves from a frightened boy into a confident
young man. This psychological progression is skillfully portrayed, allowing readers to empathize deeply with
his internal and external challenges.



Symbolism and Motifs

The sea operates as a central symbol throughout the novel. It represents both Mafatu’s greatest fear and the
vast unknown that he must conquer to grow. Additionally, the island environment—with its flora, fauna, and
natural obstacles—serves as a testing ground for resilience and adaptability. Themes of isolation, self-
reliance, and maturation are woven seamlessly into the narrative, inviting readers to engage with these
concepts on a personal level.

Comparative Perspectives and Cultural Representation

When compared to other children’s adventure stories of its time, Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry stands
out for its emphasis on psychological realism and cultural setting. Unlike purely fictional or fantastical
tales, Sperry’s work grounds its adventure in a tangible world with cultural specificity.

However, modern readers and scholars often critique the novel for its portrayal of Polynesian culture
through a Western perspective. While the story is respectful and well-researched, it occasionally reflects the
exoticism typical of early 20th-century Western literature. This context is important for educators and
readers to consider, especially when using the book as a cultural learning tool.

Educational Relevance

Call It Courage is frequently included in school curricula for its rich narrative and moral lessons. It
encourages discussions on bravery, fear, and personal growth. Furthermore, the novel introduces young
readers to Pacific Islander culture and geography, albeit with the caveats mentioned. Teachers often
supplement the reading with contemporary resources to provide a more rounded understanding of Polynesian life
and history.

Literary Style and Illustrations

Armstrong Sperry’s background as both author and illustrator lends a distinctive quality to Call It
Courage. His prose is clear, accessible, and evocative, well-suited to young readers while not underestimating
their capacity for complex themes. The descriptive passages vividly depict the island’s natural beauty and the
protagonist’s emotional landscape.

Illustrations are sparse but impactful, complementing the text and enhancing the immersive experience. Sperry’s
artwork helps visualize the setting and characters, adding an extra dimension that enriches the storytelling.

Pros and Cons of Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry

Pros:

Engaging and inspiring narrative of personal courage.

Rich cultural and environmental descriptions that educate readers.

Timeless themes of self-discovery and resilience.

Clear and accessible language suitable for middle-grade readers.



Complementary illustrations enhance reader engagement.

Cons:

Portrayal of Polynesian culture reflects early 20th-century Western perspectives, which might
feel outdated or stereotypical today.

The pacing can be slow for readers accustomed to modern fast-paced children’s literature.

Limited female characters and perspectives within the story.

Legacy and Modern Reception

Despite some dated aspects, Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry remains a staple in children’s literature,
valued for its pioneering approach to adventure and psychological exploration. The novel’s ability to engage
readers in a dialogue about fear, courage, and personal growth ensures its continued relevance.

Modern editions often include forewords or afterwords that contextualize the story culturally and
historically, helping contemporary readers navigate its complexities. This practice enhances the book’s
educational utility and cultural sensitivity.

Call It Courage by Armstrong Sperry is more than just a tale of a boy conquering the ocean—it is a layered
narrative that challenges readers to confront their own fears and find strength within. Its place in literary
history is secured not only by its awards and longevity but by its enduring capacity to inspire courage in
readers across generations.
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