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LIFE DIVINED
FROM THE INSIDE

“Little Red Riding Hood was my first love. I felt that if I could have
married Little Red Riding Hood, I should have known perfect bliss.”
This statement by Charles Dickens indicates that he, like untold mil-
lions of children all over the world throughout the ages, was en-
chanted by fairy tales. Even when world-famous, Dickens acknowl-
edged the deep formative impact that the wondrous figures and
events of fairy tales had had on him and his creative genius. He
repeatedly expressed scorn for those who, motivated by an unin-
formed and petty rationality, insisted on rationalizing, bowdlerizing,
or outlawing these stories, and thus robbed children of the important
contributions fairy tales could make to their lives. Dickens understood
that the imagery of fairy tales helps children better than anything else
in their most difficult and yet most important and satisfying task:
achieving a more mature consciousness to civilize the chaotic pres-
sures of their unconscious.!

Today, as in the past, the minds of both creative and average children
can be opened to an appreciation of all the higher things in life by
fairy tales, from which they can move easily to enjoying the greatest
works of literature and art. The poet Louis MacNeice, for example,
tells that “Real fairy stories always meant much to me as a person,
even when I was at a public school where to admit this meant losing
face. Contrary to what many people say even now, a fairy story, at
least of the classical folk variety, is a much more solid affair than the
average naturalistic novel, whose hooks go little deeper than a gossip
column. From folk tales and sophisticated fairy tales such as Hans
Andersen’s or Norse mythology and stories like the Alice books and
Water Babies 1 graduated, at about the age of twelve, to the Fuaerie




THE USES OF ENCHANTMENT 24

Queene.”? Literary critics such as G. K. Chesterton and C. S. Lewis
felt that fairy stories are “spiritual explorations” and hence “the most
life-like” since they reveal “human life as seen, or felt, or divined from
the inside.”™
Fairy tales, unlike any other form of literature, direct the child to
discover his identity and calling, and they also suggest what experi-
ences are needed to develop his character further. Fairy tales inti-
mate that a rewarding, good life is within one’s reach despite adver-
sity—but only if one does not shy away from the hazardous struggles
without which one can never achieve true identity. These stories
promise that if a child dares to engage in this fearsome and taxing
search, benevolent powers will come to his aid, and he will succeed.
The stories also warn that those who are too timorous and narrow-
minded to risk themselves in finding themselves must settle down to
a humdrum existence—if an even worse fate does not befall them.
Past generations of children who loved and felt the importance of
fairy tales were subjected to the scorn only of pedants, as happened
to MacNeice. Today many of our children are far more grievously
bereaved—because they are deprived of the chance to know fairy
stories at all. Most children now meet fairy tales only in prettified and
simplified versions which subdue their meaning and rob them of all
deeper significance—versions such as those on films and TV shows,
where fairy tales are turned into empty-minded entertainment.
Through most of man’s history, a child’s intellectual life, apart from
immediate experiences within the family, depended on mythical and
religious stories and on fairy tales. This traditional literature fed the
child’s imagination and stimulated his fantasizing. Simultaneously,
since these stories answered the child’s most important questions,
they were a major agent of his socialization. Myths and closely related
religious legends offered material from which children formed their
concepts of the world’s origin and purpose, and of the social ideals a
child could pattern himself after. These were the images of the uncon-
quered hero Achilles and wily Odysseus; of Hercules, whose life his-
tory showed that it is not beneath the dignity of the strongest man to
clean the filthiest stable; of St. Martin, who cut his coat in half to clothe
a poor beggar. It is not just since Freud that the myth of Oedipus has
become the image by which we understand the ever new but age-old
problems posed to us by our complex and ambivalent feelings about
our parents. Freud referred to this ancient story to make us aware of
the inescapable cauldron of emotions which every child, in his own
way, has to manage at a certain age.
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In the Hindu civilization, the story of Rama and Sita (part of the
Ramayana), which tells of their peaceable courage and their passion-
ate devotion to each other, is the prototype of love and marriage
relationships. The culture, moreover, enjoins everyone to try to relive
this myth in his or her own life; every Hindu bride is called Sita, and
as part of her wedding ceremony she acts out certain episodes of the
myth.

In a fairy tale, internal processes are externalized and become com-
prehensible as represented by the figures of the story and its events.
This is the reason why in traditional Hindu medicine a fairy tale giving
form to his particular problem was offered to a psychically disoriented
person, for his meditation. It was expected that through contemplat-
ing the story the disturbed person would be led to visualize both the
nature of the impasse in living from which he suffered, and the possi-
bility of its resolution. From what a particular tale implied. about
man’s despair, hopes, and methods of overcoming tribulations, the
patient could discover not only a way out of his distress but also a way
to find himself, as the hero of the story did.

But the paramount importance of fairy tales for the growing indi-
vidual resides in something other than teachings about correct ways
of behaving in this world—such wisdom is plentifully supplied in
religion, myths, and fables. Fairy stories do not pretend to describe
the world as it is, nor do they advise what one ought to do. If they did,
the Hindu patient would be induced to follow an imposed pattern of
behavior—which is not just bad therapy, but the opposite of therapy.
The fairy tale is therapeutic because the patient finds his own solu-
tions, through contemplating what the story seems to imply about him
and his inner conflicts at this moment in his life. The content of the
chosen tale usually has nothing to do with the patient’s external life,
but much to do with his inner problems, which seem incomprehensi-
ble and hence unsolvable. The fairy tale clearly does not refer to the
outer world, although it may begin realistically enough and have
everyday features woven into it. The unrealistic nature of these tales
(which narrow-minded rationalists object to) is an important device,
because it makes obvious that the fairy tales’ concern is not useful

information about the external world, but the inner processes taking
place in an individual.

In most cultures, there is no clear line separating myth from folk or
fairy tale; all these together form the literature of preliterate societies.
The Nordic languages have only one word for both: saga. German has
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retained the word Sage for myths, while fairy stories are called Mdr-
chen. It is unfortunate that both the English and French names for
these stories emphasize the role of fairies in them—because in most,
no fairies appear. Myths and fairy tales alike attain a definite form only
when they are committed to writing and are no longer subject to
continuous change. Before being written down, these stories were
either condensed or vastly elaborated in the retelling over the centu-
ries; some stories merged with others. All became modified by what
the teller thought was of greatest interest to his listeners, by what his
concerns of the moment or the special problems of his era were.

Some fairy and folk stories evolved out of myths; others were incor-
porated into them. Both forms embodied the cumulative experience
of a society as men wished to recall past wisdom for themselves and
transmit it to future generations. These tales are the purveyors of
deep insights that have sustained mankind through the long vicissi-
tudes of its existence, a heritage thatis not revealed in any other form
as simply and directly, or as accessibly, to children.

Myths and fairy tales have much in common. But in myths, much
more than in fairy stories, the culture hero is presented to the listener
as a figure he ought to emulate in his own life, as far as possible.

A myth, like a fairy tale, may express an inner conflict in symbolic
form and suggest how it may be solved—but this is not necessarily the
myth’s central concern. The myth presents its theme in a majestic
way; it carries spiritual force; and the divine is present and is ex-
perienced in the form of superhuman heroes who make constant
demands on mere mortals. Much as we, the mortals, may strive to be
like these heroes, we will remain always and obviously inferior to
them.

The figures and events of fairy tales also personify and illustrate
inner conflicts, but they suggest ever so subtly how these conflicts may
be solved, and what the next steps in the development toward a
higher humanity might be. The fairy tale is presented in a simple,
homely way; no demands are made on the listener. This prevents
even the smallest child from feeling compelled to act in specific ways,
and he is never made to feel inferior. Far from making demands, the
fairy tale reassures, gives hope for the future, and holds out the prom-
ise of a happy ending. That is why Lewis Carroll called it a “love-gift”
—a term hardly applicable to a myth.*
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Obviously, not every story contained in a collection called “Fairy
Tales” meets these criteria. Many of these stories are simply diver-
sions, cautionary tales, or fables. If they are fables, they tell by means
of words, actions, or events—fabulous though these may be—what
one ought to do. Fables demand and threaten—they are moralistic—
or they just entertain. To decide whether a story is a fairy tale or
something entirely different, one might ask whether it could rightly
be called a love-gift to a child. That is not a bad way to arrive at a
classification.

To understand how a child views fairy tales, let us consider as exam-
ples the many fairy stories in which a child outwits a giant who scares
him or even threatens his life. That children intuitively understand
what these “giants” stand for is illustrated by the spontaneous reac-
tion of a five-year-old.

Encouraged by discussion about the importance fairy tales have for
children, a mother overcame her hesitation about telling such “gory
and threatening” stories to her son. From her conversations with him,
she knew that her son already had fantasies about eating people, or
people getting eaten. So she told him the tale of “Jack the Giant
Killer.”# His response at the end of the story was: “There aren’t any
such things as giants, are there?” Before the mother could give her
son the reassuring reply which was on her tongue—and which would
have destroyed the value of the story for him—he continued, “But
there are such things as grownups, and they’re like giants.” At the ripe
old age of five, he understood the encouraging message of the story:
although adults can be experienced as frightening giants, a little boy
with cunning can get the better of them.

This remark reveals one source of adult reluctance to tell fairy
stories: we are not comfortable with the thought that occasionally we
look like threatening giants to our children, although we do. Nor do
we want to accept how easy they think it is to fool us, or to make fools
of us, and how delighted they are by this idea. But whether or not we
tell fairy tales to them, we do—as the example of this little boy proves
—appear to them as selfish giants who wish to keep to ourselves all the
wonderful things which give us power. Fairy stories provide reassur-

Are half a life asunder,

Thy loving smile will surely hail

The love-gift of a fairy-tale.

C. L. Dodgson (Lewis Carroll), in Through the Looking-Glass
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ance to children that they can eventually get the better of the giant
—i.e., they can grow up to be like the giant and acquire the same

powers. These are “the mighty hopes that make us men.”
j Most significantly, if we parents tell such fairy stories to our chil-
| n 7 dren, we can give them the most important reassurance of all: that we
_ approve of their playing with the idea of getting the better of these
; giants. Here reading is not the same as being told the story, because
while reading alone the child may think that only some stranger—the

person who wrote the story or arranged the book—approves of out-
witting and cutting down the giant. But when his parents tell him the
story. a child can be sure that they approve of his retaliating in fantasy
for the threat which adult dominance entails.

“THE FISHERMAN
AND THE JINNY”

FAIRY TALE COMPARFED TO FABLE

One of the Arabian Nights tales, “The Fisherman and the Jinny,”
gives an almost complete rendering of the fairy-tale motif which fea-
tures a giant in conflict with an ordinary person.® This theme is com-
mon to all cultures in some form, since children everywhere fear and
chafe under the power adults hold over them. (In the West, the theme
is best known in the form exemplified by the Brothers Grimm’s story
“The Spirit in the Bottle.”) Children know that, short of doing adults’
bidding, they have only one way to be safe from adult wrath: through
outwitting them.

“The Fisherman and the Jinny” tells how a poor fisherman casts his
net into the sea four times. First he catches a dead jackass, the second
time a pitcher full of sand and mud. The third effort gains him less
- than the preceding ones: potsherds and broken glass. The fourth time
2 around, the fisherman brings up a copper jar. As he opens it, a huge
i cloud emerges, which materializes into a giant Jinny (genie) that

threatens to kill him, despite all the fisherman’s entreaties. The fisher-
man saves himself with his wits: he taunts the Jinny by doubting aloud
that the huge Jinny could ever have fitted into such a small vessel; thus
he induces the Jinny to return into the jar to prove it. Then the
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