ten little niggers

ten little niggers is a phrase historically associated with a controversial and racially offensive
nursery rhyme that has had significant cultural, literary, and social impacts over time. Originating in
the 19th century, the term and its variations have appeared in various contexts, most notably in
literature and popular culture. This article explores the historical background of the phrase, its usage
in literature, particularly in Agatha Christie's famous mystery novel, and the subsequent changes and
adaptations due to evolving social sensitivities. Additionally, the discussion includes the controversies
surrounding the phrase and how modern perspectives have shaped its reception and usage.
Understanding the complexities of this phrase is essential in grasping broader themes of race,
language, and cultural evolution. The article will cover the history, literary significance, controversies,
and modern adaptations related to the phrase “ten little niggers.”
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Historical Background of the Phrase

The phrase ten little niggers originated in the 19th century as part of a minstrel song written by
songwriter Septimus Winner in 1868. The song's original title was "Ten Little Niggers," and it was
intended as a counting rhyme featuring a sequence of ten characters who progressively disappear
one by one. This song was based on earlier British and American minstrel traditions that often
included racial stereotypes and offensive language aimed at African Americans. The rhyme reflected
the casual racism prevalent during that era and was widely circulated in various forms.

Origins in Minstrel Shows

Minstrel shows were a popular form of entertainment in the 19th century United States, involving
white performers in blackface portraying caricatures of African Americans. The song "Ten Little
Niggers" was part of this entertainment tradition and used offensive stereotypes for comedic effect.
Its lyrics and performance contributed to the normalization of racist language and imagery in popular
culture during that time.

European Adaptations

In the UK, the rhyme was adapted into various versions, including a notable one titled "Ten Little
Indians." These versions sometimes softened the offensive nature of the original but retained the
basic structure of the counting rhyme. The phrase "ten little niggers" was used in some British
editions of the rhyme until mid-20th century before being replaced due to growing awareness of its
offensive nature.



Literary Significance and Usage

The phrase ten little niggers gained notable prominence through its use as the original title of
Agatha Christie's 1939 detective novel, now widely known as "And Then There Were None." The
novel’s plot is centered on ten individuals who are invited to an isolated location and die one by one,
mirroring the sequence in the rhyme. Christie's use of the phrase reflected its common usage at the
time, though later editions of the book changed the title due to its offensive nature.

Agatha Christie’s Novel

Originally published in the United Kingdom under the title "Ten Little Niggers," Agatha Christie’s novel
used the nursery rhyme as a structural and thematic device. Each chapter corresponded to a verse of
the rhyme, with a character's death occurring in sequence. The novel became one of the best-selling
books of all time but has been subject to numerous title and text revisions to remove racially
offensive language.

Impact on Mystery Genre

Christie's novel influenced the mystery and thriller genres by introducing a closed-circle murder
mystery with a finite number of suspects systematically eliminated. The phrase and the rhyme's
structure became synonymous with suspenseful narratives involving a countdown of characters,
inspiring numerous adaptations across film, theater, and television.

Controversies and Criticism

The use of the phrase ten little niggers has been widely criticized for its racist and derogatory
connotations. Modern audiences and critics recognize the phrase as offensive and unacceptable due
to its dehumanizing language and historical context tied to racial discrimination and segregation. The
phrase’s presence in literature and media has sparked debates about censorship, historical
preservation, and cultural sensitivity.

Racial Sensitivities and Language Evolution

Language evolves with societal values, and terms once commonly used may become offensive or
taboo. The phrase "ten little niggers" exemplifies this evolution, as it was once a mainstream term but
is now recognized as a racial slur. This change reflects broader shifts in awareness and respect for
racial equality and the elimination of discriminatory language.

Debates on Censorship and Historical Context

The controversy surrounding the phrase raises questions about how to handle offensive content in
historical works. Some argue for preserving original texts as historical artifacts, while others advocate
for altering or removing such language to prevent perpetuating harm. Publishers have responded by
issuing censored versions or adding disclaimers to provide context.

Modern Adaptations and Changes

Due to the phrase’s offensive nature, modern editions of works originally using "ten little niggers"
have replaced the term with alternatives such as "And Then There Were None" or "Ten Little Indians."



These changes aim to respect contemporary values while maintaining the narrative integrity of the
original works. Adaptations in film, theater, and other media have also followed suit.

Revised Titles and Texts

Agatha Christie's novel, for example, was retitled "And Then There Were None" in most English-
speaking countries. The nursery rhyme within the story was altered to remove offensive language,
using neutral terms instead. This practice has become standard to avoid offending readers and
audiences while honoring the story’s legacy.

Legacy in Popular Culture

The concept of a countdown through character elimination remains a popular trope in mystery and
thriller genres. Despite the problematic original phrase, the narrative structure associated with "ten
little niggers" has influenced countless works. The modern adaptations ensure that this influence
continues without perpetuating racial insensitivity.

e Original offensive phrase replaced in most modern works
e Adaptations respect contemporary cultural norms
e Legacy preserved through narrative structure and suspense techniques

¢ Ongoing discussions about historical context and sensitivity

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the original title of Agatha Christie's novel now
commonly known as 'And Then There Were None'?

The original title of Agatha Christie's novel was 'Ten Little Niggers,' but it has been changed to 'And
Then There Were None' due to the offensive nature of the original title.

Why was the title 'Ten Little Niggers' changed in later editions
of the book?

The title was changed because the original term is considered a racial slur and offensive. Publishers
opted for 'And Then There Were None' to avoid causing offense.

What is the plot of the novel originally titled 'Ten Little
Niggers'?

The novel is a mystery about ten strangers invited to an isolated island, where they are accused of
crimes and killed one by one, with the story focusing on uncovering the killer's identity.



How has the perception of Agatha Christie's novel title
evolved over time?

Over time, awareness of racial sensitivity has increased, leading to the abandonment of the original
title in favor of a less offensive one, reflecting changing societal values.

Are there any adaptations of the novel 'And Then There Were
None' that still use the original title?

Most modern adaptations use the title 'And Then There Were None.' However, some early adaptations
retained the original title, but these are now generally considered outdated and inappropriate.

Additional Resources

Certainly! Here is a list of 9 book titles related to *Ten Little Niggers* (original title of Agatha Christie's
famous mystery novel, now more commonly known as *And Then There Were None*), along with brief
descriptions for each:

1. And Then There Were None by Agatha Christie

This is the original and most famous mystery novel where ten strangers are invited to an isolated
island under different pretexts. One by one, they begin to die in a manner that parallels a disturbing
nursery rhyme. The suspense builds as the survivors try to figure out the identity of the murderer
among them. Christie masterfully weaves a tale of paranoia, guilt, and justice.

2. Death on the Nile by Agatha Christie

Another classic Christie mystery featuring the detective Hercule Poirot. Set aboard a luxurious river
steamer cruising the Nile, a wealthy heiress is found murdered. Poirot must unravel the complex
relationships and secrets among the passengers to find the killer before they strike again.

3. The Mysterious Affair at Styles by Agatha Christie

This novel marks the debut of Hercule Poirot, where he investigates the poisoning of a wealthy
woman at her country estate. The story is filled with twists, red herrings, and clever deduction,
establishing the conventions of the classic detective genre.

4. And Then There Were None: The Graphic Novel adapted by Charles Dixon

A visual adaptation of Christie's suspenseful novel, this graphic novel brings the chilling story to life
with atmospheric artwork. It captures the tension and horror of ten strangers trapped with a murderer
in their midst, making it accessible to a new generation of readers.

5. Ten Little Indians by Agatha Christie (alternate title)

This is simply another title for *And Then There Were None*, used in some editions. The story remains
the same, where ten people are lured to an island and mysteriously killed according to a nursery
rhyme. The novel is a landmark in suspense fiction.

6. Mrs. McGinty's Dead by Agatha Christie

In this Poirot mystery, the detective investigates the murder of a charwoman, uncovering secrets
linked to a past crime. The story explores themes of justice and the consequences of long-buried
secrets, showcasing Christie's skill in plotting intricate mysteries.



7. The ABC Murders by Agatha Christie

Poirot faces a serial killer who chooses victims alphabetically by their names and locations. The novel
is a tense psychological thriller that challenges Poirot's reasoning and the reader's expectations until
the surprising conclusion.

8. Death Comes as the End by Agatha Christie

Set in ancient Egypt, this novel combines historical fiction with mystery. When a scribe's household is
plagued by suspicious deaths, the protagonist must uncover the truth behind the murders amidst
family intrigue and superstition.

9. And Then There Were None: The Play by Agatha Christie

Christie's own stage adaptation of the novel, first performed in 1943, tightens the suspense and
drama of the story for a live audience. The play emphasizes the psychological tension and moral
questions raised by the plot, making it a thrilling theatrical experience.
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