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BLURB: We use fairy tales like Cinderella and Snow White to entertain and socialise our young children, but are they the innocent fantasy stories we think they are? Some researchers suggest that they contain powerful hidden meanings and messages that could be harmful to children. Yet others suggest they impart important cultural and psychological lessons. An examination of the debate reveals the fascinating role these stories play in our lives.

By Malcolm Stone

“A dream is a wish your heart makes when you’re fast asleep,” sings Walt Disney’s enduring, diligent Cinderella in the famous animated film. “No matter how your heart is grieving, if you keep on believing, the dream that you wish will come true,” she earnestly consoles us, articulating our deep, universal hope that things can and will change for the better. Such is the story’s power that, no matter how cynical we might be, we find ourselves really wanting to believe her and rejoicing when, one Fairy Godmother and a glass slipper later, she finds her prince and happy-ever-after.
Fairy tales have survived throughout the ages — the first recorded version of the Cinderella archetype, for example, is from Egypt over 3,000 years ago — and they continue to flourish today. The Disney movie is as popular this year as it was when first released in 1950 and modern additions to the genre like Shrek and Harry Potter are proving equally enchanting. Most experts suggest that it is the ability fairy tales have to tap into our common desire for personal transformation which gives them such persisting, widespread appeal.
Despite their extensive and obvious charm, or perhaps because of it, fairy tales have been repeatedly denounced as worthless or even harmful. From the ancient Greek philosopher Plato, who decided that the stories were inherently deceitful and so of little value, to modern day feminists who argue that recent adaptations teach young girls to be submissive and obedient, the tales have always had their detractors. “Sure, they have been manipulated, criticised and even banned, but these tales have been with us for millennia and they are not going to go away,” quips Cicely van Straten, prominent folklorist and author of numerous southern African fairy tales.
Beauty queen backlash

Nonetheless, the debate about fairy tales continues to rage in spite of their longevity. In 2003, sociologists at Purdue University in America controversially suggested that ‘stories about pretty princesses winning Prince Charming’ were reinforcing oppressive gender roles and teaching young girls that being attractive was the most important feat they could achieve. “From early childhood, girls are read fairy tales about princesses who achieve vast riches simply because their beauty makes them special,” argues Liz Grauerholz, co-author of the report and an associate professor of sociology at Purdue. “That’s a powerful message that can inhibit young women who feel they do not meet society’s expectation of what it means to be attractive.”
Earlier this year, psychotherapist Susan Darker-Smith from the University of Derby in England rekindled the debate by releasing research suggesting that young girls exposed to tales like Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast are more likely to stay in abusive relationships as adults. “Girls who have listened to such stories as children tend to become more submissive in their future relationships,” she asserts. Alluding to a common interpretation of the message within Beauty and the Beast, she reports how victims of domestic violence repeatedly told her that ‘if their love was strong enough they could change their partner’s behaviour’.
Beastly behaviour

“Beauty and the Beast is a good example of how fairy tales have been appropriated by each culture they have come into contact with as they have travelled,” suggests Cicely. “The story is one of what folklorists call the ‘animal bridegroom tales’ and these are found all over the world. Here in southern Africa, the most common versions involve Mkhandla Mahlanu, the great five-headed snake of the Nguni people.” Noting how most cultures have used such tales to help allay the fears of their young, particularly girls, about leaving the family and getting married, Cicely confirms the basic message is always that if the child can overcome their revulsion and fear of sex, they will be able to enjoy a happy, healthy relationship with their partner: “Ok, it’s going to be scary and possibly revolting, but take it in your stride because good times are ahead.”
The European version of the tale, popularised by Disney and the one most people are familiar with, was first published by Madame de Villeneuve in 1740. This first written version was an epic, over 362 pages long, and a meandering, complex, sensual affair full of dream sequences and elaborate explanations of the prince’s curse. It was later revised and streamlined by Madame Le Prince de Beaumont in 1756, but remained a distinctly adult tale. “Today, we usually think of fairy tales and fantasy stories as children’s fiction,” observes prominent writer and folklorist Terri Windling. “Yet our culture’s pairing of fantasy and children dates back only to Victorian England.” She explains how advances in printing and cheap book making in 19th century England made the publishing of separate books for children feasible. “Looking around for cheap story sources, Victorian editors — white, male, middle-class and bound by Victorian ideals of propriety — seized upon [these] European tales,” clarifies Terri, “stripping them down into gentler, simpler stories for ‘proper’ Victorian children.”
Despite containing the contentious notion that love can alter the nature of a man and being often misconstrued as encouraging young girls to believe that their devotion will change their partner’s behaviour, Beauty and the Beast is often considered one of the more positive and ‘realistic’ tales. Scholars point out that it is one of the few stories where the characters actually get to know each other before falling in love. Cinderella falls in love in an evening and Sleeping Beauty after one kiss, whereas Beauty spends at least several weeks with the Beast before falling in love with him. Some experts use this to champion the idea that the main message is simply that a person’s true beauty is within. “The Beast actually treats her very well,” observes Marina Warner, author of From The Beast To Blonde: On Fairy Tales And Their Tellers, “she doesn’t like him because of the way he looks. The monstrosity doesn’t lie in his behaviour. [The tale] actually contains the simple, rather banal message about seeing past appearance.”
The Cinderella complex
The idea that fairy tales are harmful to girls is not a new one. The influence they can have on young girls’ romantic expectations is evident and the majority of published, modern versions offer essentially submissive heroines as role models. “Such fantasies gloss the heroine’s inability to act self-assertively, total reliance on external rescues, willing bondage to father and prince, and her restriction to hearth and nursery,” argues Karen Rowe in her article Feminism and Fairy Tales. “Thus, subconsciously, women may transfer from fairy tales into real life cultural norms which exalt passivity, dependency, and self-sacrifice as a female’s cardinal virtues.”

Cinderella remains, perhaps unsurprisingly, at the heart of the debate. A story of change and transformation that symbolizes our desire to be loved for who we really are, variations are found in every culture and it continues to be adapted and re-made to entertain successive generations. Recent obvious examples include the movies Pretty Woman and Maid in Manhattan, although the motif or theme appears throughout our culture. “It’s also right there at the start of the Harry Potter story,” observes Cicely, “typically exaggerated, right down to the beastly sibling, it is great!”
Author of numerous African children’s books, including The Dung Beetle and the Fish Eagle and Quest for the Sacred Stone, Cicely acknowledges some of the sanitised, modern tales do equate patient suffering and obedience with femininity, but urges concerned parents to look beyond recent adaptations like the Brothers Grimm and Disney rather than rushing off to the nursery to remove such books altogether. “I am terribly concerned that the best, most complete versions should be given to our children to enjoy,” she advocates. “It is important that girls get a diet of tales that include other, more adventurous female archetypes as well.” She offers the bouncy tale of Mollie Whuppie as an example.
The compliant, obedient version of Cinderella can be traced back to the famous French ‘collector’ Charles Perrault in 1697. Perrault was a very moral, Christian gentleman writing for a French aristocracy notorious for its sexual liaisons, celebrated seductions and famous courtesans. He was determined to defend the feminine ideal of chastity and so added morals to the stories he collected. The Brothers Grimm were similarly concerned about women and children being led astray and dutifully edited the tales they collected. Stories about women leaving husbands who beat them or children surviving on their own simply disappeared. The oral stories these men drew their inspiration from were usually bawdy, complex affairs. In earlier versions of Sleeping Beauty, for example, she is not awakened by a chaste kiss, but the birth of twin children after the prince has fornicated with her sleeping body.
Old wives’ tales

Most folklorists lament the rich heritage of wisdom and entertainment lost when the tales were transcribed and published. Many were revised using the popular Christian, patriarchal ideals of the time, but these have often proved quite narrow in comparison to the rich humanist wisdom of the oral traditions. “For all these types of tales there are male and female versions which balance each other,” maintains Cicely. “Sadly, because we have lost so many of these ‘balancers’, we’ve also lost much of the subtle and more varied wisdom that was available.”

Cicely is particularly concerned about the rich folkloric culture of Africa which has been lost to many of its children, like The Goose Girl and The Monkey Girl tales. The Monkey Girl, a tale from the Kordofan people of the Sudan, is the story of how a Prince is repeatedly saved from the jealousies of his father by the wisdom and power of his magical bride. Author Midori Snyder explains how positive such stories can be: “The Monkey Girl tale gave me the image of the creative and complex woman, unique to herself, but willing to share those considerable gifts with a man capable of intuiting the wealth of her worth hidden beneath the skin,” she reveals.
This story seems much more like the kind of the original, oral fairy tales; the stories that would have been told by women to each other while working. This common origin is evidenced by how often spinning and sewing terms, traditionally women’s work, appear in the tales and how the phrase ‘spinning a yarn’ has become synonymous with telling a tale. The fact that spinners would call a story-teller to them to amuse them has been well-documented and, until recently, the sign of a story-teller in Ireland was the spinning wheel. Here in southern Africa, there have been many great story-tellers, like Mazitatu Zenani, whose Xhosa epics often took over a 100 hours and several days to perform.

Magical spaces
Although scholars argue about the exact origins of the different types of stories and how to interpret them, it is clear that fairy tales have always played an important role in helping us understanding our cultures and soul journeys. “Maybe that’s the reason why they feel so comfortable and familiar to us,” proposes folklorist Renee Hall, “as if we’ve always known them.” There certainly seems to be a supple, ancient wisdom lurking in their colourful characters and worlds which lends itself to all occasions and ages. As folklorist and historian W.S.W. Anson once famously observed: “These fairy tales are not senseless stories written for the amusement of the idle; they embody the profound religion of our forefathers.”

Fairy tales certainly represent a rich heritage and one that folklorists like Cicely recommend we reclaim for ourselves and our children by seeking out the different versions and looking for adaptations older the Disney’s. “Use these stories as ways of interacting with your children, read them together and discuss the issues they raise,” advises Cicely. “They create a magical space alongside our world where children can find relief by having their inner dramas and conflicts acted out and transformed.” She would, no doubt, agree with Albert Einstein, who once surprised his audience by telling them: “If you want your children to be intelligent, read them fairy tales. If you want them to be more intelligent, read them more fairy tales.”
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