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INTRODUCTION:
THE STRUGGLE FOR MEANING

If we hope to live not just from moment to moment, but in true
consciousness of our existence, then our greatest need and most diffi-
cult achievement is to find meaning in our lives. It is well known how
many have lost the will to live, and have stopped trying, because such
meaning has evaded them. An understanding of the meaning of one’s
life is not suddenly acquired at a particular age, not even when one
has reached chronological maturity. On the contrary, gaining a secure
understanding of what the meaning of one’s life may or ought to be
—this is what constitutes having attained psychological maturity. And
this achievement is the end result of a long development: at each age
we seek, and must be able to find, some modicum of meaning congru-
ent with how our minds and understanding have already developed.

Contrary to the ancient myth, wisdom does not burst forth fully
developed like Athena out of Zeus’s head; it is built up, small step by
small step, from most irrational beginnings. Only in adulthood can an
intelligent understanding of the meaning of one’s existence in this
world be gained from one’s experiences in it. Unfortunately, too many
parents want their children’s .minds to function as their own do—as
if mature understanding of ourselves and the world, and our ideas
about the meaning of life, did not have to develop as slowly as our
bodies and minds.

Today, as in times past, the most important and also the most diffi-
cult task in raising a child is helping him to find meaning in life. Many
growth experiences are needed to achieve this. The child, as he devel-
ops, must learn step by step to understand himself better; with this he
becomes more able to understand others, and eventually can relate
to them in ways which are mutually satisfying and meaningful.

To find deeper meaning, one must become able to transcend the
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narrow confines of a self-centered existence and believe that one will
make a significant contribution to life—if not right now, then at some
future time. This feeling is necessary if a person is to be satisfied with
himself and with what he is doing. In order not to be at the mercy of
the vagaries of life, one must develop one’s inner resources, so that
one’s emotions, imagination, and intellect mutually support and en-
rich one another. Our positive feelings give us the strength to develop
our rationality; only hope for the future can sustain us in the adversi-
ties we unavoidably encounter.

As an educator and therapist of severely disturbed children, my
main task was to restore meaning to their lives. This work made it
obvious to me that if children were reared so that life was meaningful
to them, they would not need special help. I was confronted with the
problem of deducing what experiences in a child’s life are most suited
to promote his ability to find meaning in his life; to endow life in

general with more meaning. Regarding this task, nothing is more

important than the impact of parents and others who take care of the
child; second in importance is our cultural heritage, when transmitted
to the child in the right manner. When children are young, it is
literature that carries such information best. ‘

Given this fact, I became deeply dissatisfied with much of the litera-
ture intended to develop the child’s mind and personality, because it
fails to stimulate and nurture those resources he needs most in order
to cope with his difficult inner problems. The preprimers and primers
from which he is taught to read in school are designed to teach the
necessary skills, irrespective of meaning. The overwhelming bulk of
the rest of so-called “children’s literature” attempts to entertain or to
inform, or both. But most of these books are so shallow in substance
that little of significance can be gained from them. The acquisition of
skills, including the ability to read, becomes devalued when what one
has learned to read adds nothing of importance to one’s life.

We all tend to assess the future merits of an activity on the basis of
what it offers now. But this is especially true for the child, who, much
more than the adult, lives in the present and, although he has anxieties
about his future, has only the vaguest notions of what it may require
or be like. The idea that learning to read may enable one later to
enrich one’s life is experienced as an empty promise when the stories
the child listens to, or is reading at the moment, are vacuous. The
worst feature of these children’s books is that they cheat the child of
what he ought to gain from the experience of literature: access to

deeper meaning, and that which is meaningful to him at his stage of
development.
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For a story truly to hold the child’s attention, it must entertain hir.n 4
d arouse his curiosity. But to enrich his life, it must stimulate his
agination; help him to develop his intellect and to clarify his emo-
.ons; be attuned to his anxieties and aspirations; give full recognition
o his difficulties, while at the same time suggesting solutions to the ’
roblems which perturb him. In short, it must at one and the same-
e relate to all aspects of his personality—and this without ever
elittling but, on the contrary, giving full credence to the seriousness
f the child’s predicaments, while simultaneously promoting confi-
dence in himself and in his future.

In all these and many other respects, of the entire “children’s litera-
ture”—with rare exceptions—nothing can be as enriching and satisfy-
ing to child and adult alike as the folk fairy tale. True, on an overt level
fairy tales teach little about the specific conditions of life in modern
mass society; these tales were created long before it came into being.
But more can be learned from them about the inner problems of
;ux—;ﬁarl')eings, and of the right solutions to their predicaments in any
society, than from any other type of story within a child’s comprehen- .
sion. Since the child at every moment of his life is exposed to the
Ssociety in which he lives, he will certainly learn to cope with its
conditions, provided his inner resources permit him to do so.

Just because his life is often bewildering to him, the child needs
even more to be given the chance to understand himself in this com-
plex world with which he must learn to cope. To be able to do so, the
child must be helped to make some coherent sense out of the turmoil
of his feelings. He needs ideas on how to bring his inner house into
order, and on that basis be able to create order in his life. He needs
—and this hardly requires emphasis at this moment in our history—
a moral education which subtly, and by implication only, conveys to '
him the advantages of moral behavior, not through abstract ethical
concepts but through that which seems tangibly right and therefore
meaningful to him.

The child finds this kind of meaning through fairy tales. Like many
other modern psychological insights, this was anticipated long ago by
poets. The German poet Schiller wrote: “Deeper meaning resides in
the fairy tales told to me in my childhood than in the truth that is
taught by life.” (The Piccolomini, 111, 4.)

Through the centuries (if not millennia) during which, in their re-
telling, fairy tales became ever more refined, they came to convey at
the same time overt and covert meanings—came to speak simultane-
ously to all levels of the human personality, communicating in a man-
ner which reaches the uneducated mind of the child as well as that

S
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of the sophisticated adult. Applying the psychoanalytic model of the
human personality, fairy tales carry important messages to the con-
scious, the preconscious, and the unconscious mind, on whatever level
each is functioning at the time. By dealing with universal human
problems, particularly those which preoccupy the child’s mind, these
stories speak to his budding ego and encourage its development,
while at the same time relieving preconscious and unconscious pres-
sures. As the stories unfold, they give conscious credence and body to
id pressures and show ways to satisfy these that are in line with ego
and superego requirements,

But my interest in fairy tales is not the result of such a technical
analysis of their merits. It is, on the contrary, the consequence of
asking myself why, in my ‘experience, children—normal and abnor-
mal alike, and at all levels of intelligence—find folk fairy tales more
satisfying than all other children’s stories.

The more I tried to understand why these stories are so successful

- at enriching the inner life of the child, the more I realized that these
tales, in a much deeper sense than any other reading material, start
where the child really is in his psychological and emotional being.
They speak about his severe inner pressures in a way that the child
unconsciously understands, and—without belittling the most serious
inner struggles which growing up entails—offer examples of both
temporary and permanent solutions to pressing difficulties.

“~When a grant from the Spencer Foundation provided the leisure to
study what contributions psychoanalysis can make to the education of
children—and since reading and being read to are essential means of
education—it seemed appropriate to use this opportunity to explore
in greater detail and depth why folk fairy tales are so valuable in the
upbringing of children. My hope is that a proper understanding of the
unique merits of fairy tales will induce parents and teachers to assign

them once again to that central role in the life of the child they held
for centuries.

Fairy Tales and the Existential Predicament

In order to master the psychological problems of growing up—over-
coming narcissistic disappointments, oedipal dilemmas, sibling rival-
ries; becoming able to relinquish childhood dependencies; gaining a
feeling of selfhood and of self-worth, and a sense of moral obligation

|
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hild needs to understand what is going on wi.thil? his conscious
= hat he can also cope with that which goes on in his unconscious.
self o G::hieve this understanding, and with it the ability to cope, n(?t
He Canhal rational comprehension of the nature and content of his
thron® ious, but by becoming familiar with it through spinnin‘g out
unConscrns—’—rd:minating, rearranging, and fantasizing about su?table
daydrelaernents in response to unconscious pressures. By doing this, the
stO.I'Y eﬁts unconscious content into conscious fantasies, which then
child “him to deal with that content. It is here that fairy tales bav?
emibe led value, because they offer new dimensions to the child’s
}‘ll’le%ga tion whiéh would be impossible for him to discover as truly
—gﬁﬁlmag'lri;vn Even more important, the form and structure of fairy tales
guggleszst irn.ages to the child by which he }(ifml's;ructure his daydreams
i ive better direction to his life. .
anfdnv?}:}i}dthcfrmagult, the unconscious is a poyverfl‘ll determlr;ant‘ oj
behavior. When the unconscious is repressed and 1t,s contept en'lﬁd
entrance into awareness, then eventually th.e person’s conscious rg; ¢
will be partially overwhelmed by derivatlv‘es‘ of these lu'nconsntrol
elements, or else he is forced to keep such rigid, compu s':lvel cccl) ro
over them that his personality may become severe%y c(glpp ed. Dut
when § conscious material is to some degree permitted to com

awareness and worked through in imagination, its potentl,,a} 'ftorfca:;
ing harm—to ourselves or others—is much reduged; some of its o; o
can then be made to serve positive purposes. However, the pgl}va }f'm
parental belief is that a child must be diverted fr.om whaft troubles hi j
most: his formless, nameless anxieties, and his chaotic, an.gry, anl-
even violent fantasies. Many parents believe that only consmc;u: retzie
ity or pleasant and wish-fulfilling images should be .prese;n;lej 0 e
child—that he should be exposed only to the sunny 51de‘o things. )
such one-sided fare nourishes the mind only in a one-sided way, an
ife i t all sunny.
reaTllj(;fri 1iss Zowidesprea)c/l refusal to let children know that the sou:ﬁe ‘
of much that goes wrong in life is due to our very own rlliéi).t}tlllres—t 0(;
propensity of all men for acting aggressively, a?:oc1ally, seb s1 hly, otlhat
anger and anxiety. Instead, we want our children to Zleve n0t,
inherently, all men are good. But children know that lt(‘i ey z}re not
always good; and often, even when they are, t}?ey wou pr:ai (:}r1 :
to be. This contradicts what they are told by their parents, and there
he child a monster in his own eyes. ‘
fof;)hr:ill;iitnant\culture wishes to pretend, particularly whe}re Chl:i-
dren are concerned, that the dark side of man does not exist, an
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professes a belief in an optimistic meliorism. Psychoanalysis itself is
viewed as having the purpose of making life easy—but this is not what
its founder intended. Psychoanalysis was created to enable man to
accept the problematic nature of life without being defeated by it, or
giving in to escapism. Freud’s prescription is that only by struggling
em like overwhelming odds can man
succeed in wringing meaning out of his existence,
This is exactly the message that fairy tales get across to the child in
... manifold form: that a struggle against severe difficulties in life is un-
/’r avoidable, is an intrinsic part of human existence—but that if one does
not shy away, but steadfastly meets unexpected and often unjust hard-
ships, one masters all obstacles and at the end emerges victorious.

Modern stories written for young children mainly avoid these exis-
tential problems, although th

child needs most particularly t
about how he may deal wi
maturity. “Safe” stories ment
to our existence, nor the wis
trast, confronts the child S
ments.

For example, man
or father; in these
agonizing problems

o be given suggestions in symbolic form
th these issues and grow safely into
ion neither death nor aging, the limits
h for eternal life. The fairy tale, by con-
quarely with the basic human predica-

y fairy stories begin with the death of a mother
tales the death of the parent creates the most
, as it (or the fear of it) does in real life, Other

successor has to prove himself capabl
Grimm’s story “The Three Feath
a time a king who had three sons.

e and worthy. The Brothers
ers” begins: “There was once upon
- . When the king had become old
he did not know which of his

fairy tales to state an existential dilemma
$ permits the child to come to grips with the
tial form, where a more complex plot would
. The fairy tale simplifies all situations. Its
n; and details, unless Very important, are
IS are typical rather than unique.

what takes place in many modern children’s stories, in
is as omnipresent as virtue, In practically every fairy
vil are given body in the form of some figures and their

It is characteristic of
briefly and pointedly. Thi
problem in its most essen
confuse matters for him
figures are clearly draw
eliminated. All characte

Contrary to
fairy tales evil
tale good and e

!
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in li ities
i ipresent in life and the propensi
.ons, as good and evil are omnipre : ‘ : © bropensitics
action” i It is this duality which p
both are present in every man. ol
for ] problem, and requires the struggle t(.) solve i h -
‘_n.,‘_?ra'llijs not without its attractions—syrnbo\hzed' by the mlg y Sg N
Ev on, the power of the witch, the cunning queen in fno
o“r[hdi ra”g a’nd often it is temporarily in the ascendancy. In rn.ar}lly 'agty
al tz usurper succeeds for a time in seizing the placg .w(}lnc Hrlg” .
e he wicked sisters do in “Cinderella.
longs to the hero—as the , | :
full_Y tb (tehatgthe evildoer is punished at the story?&: end whu(:ih m?l;i
%s noersing oneself in fairy stories an experience in rn'oral educa ; ar,
un}r::)ugh this is part of it. In fairy tales, as in life, pu.msihme}l:t or fe T
alt‘t.l_s only a limited deterrent to crime. The conviction t 'at c}:lrr.ln i
oA not pay is a much more effective deterrent, and that is w : yt i
?(?e; tales the bad person always loses out. It is not the ﬁlc; that.v1r ;’1;
- i lity, but that the hero is most
i t at the end which promotes morality, ha e
ot the child, who identifies with the hero in all his struggl'e;;.
;l}t(:(r:ause of this identification the child imagines tha.thhof1 ‘suffers -‘:/tlue
is tri i tions, and triumphs with him as vi
hero his trials and tribula , : . : ¢
'tshsictorious The child makes such identifications all on }lnts own},l.alrrll1 \
q . i int morality on him.__
‘ i truggles of the hero impri
the inner and outer s . ity on him.
in fai t ambivalent—not goo
The figures in fairy tales are no . ' 2o0d and bad at
i Il are in reality. But since polari |
the same time, as we a . 1 ce polarization domi-
¥ ild’s mind, it also dominates fairy tales. A p .
nates the child’s mind, it a ' orson i either
‘good or ing i ther is stupid, the o
thing in between. One bro .
B e no di i he others are vile and
i is vi ndustrious, the othe
clever. One sister is virtuous and i e e
i i thers are ugly. One parent is all good,
lazy. One is beautiful, the o . o
i j iti f opposite characters is no
other evil. The juxtaposition o o o o
ing right behavior, as would be true for ¢
B g e dness or badness, beauty
1 fairy tales where goodnes ,
(There are some amora ' > or badness, beauty
i t all.) Presenting the polariti
e abi o o d easily the difference between the
i ild to comprehend easily the di
permits the child : ) botween the
: i dily were the figures
two, which he could not do as rea ' .
true to life, with all the complexities that characterlze’rea}l1 pegplos;1
Ambiguities must wait until a relatively firm pe{rs}(inahtt}if sil]sildeileas
i "basi itive identifications. Then the ¢
established on the basis of positive i . o, has
i i there are great differences be
a basis for understanding that : nees between
“pe herefore one has to make choices a '
e i b hich all 1 lity devel-
A i i isi all later personality
wants to be. This basic decision, on whic L late ' o
opment will build, is facilitated by the pola(rilzatlons of thehfa:)lrrlyrti:;ht
ild’ i based, not so muc
Furthermore, a child’s choices are ' : '
versus wrong, as on who arouses his sympathy and who his antipathy
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th ’ iti
tioi l;ero }sl con(':ht1.0n makes a deep positive appeal to him. The que
Hion ! ?’kt p(i ?1}*1}1](:1 1}51 Illot Do I want to be good?” but “Who do I(jvanst-
iker e child decides this on the basi
. asis of projecting hj
vs(f)}::ileheartedly Into one character. If this fairy-tale figure gis ;n\ielf
- person, then the child decides that he wants to be good toory

the
e (p))fa}r]?sn(t) vtvennds tf) tovebrl(l)ok them, or he belittles these spoken fears
anxiety, believing this will i
T s cover over the child’s fears,
‘ airy tale, by contrast, takes these existential anxieties and

sional ing: “
Olt(;llz. lZn?nclu(‘i}ng. If they have not died, they are stjll alive.” The
Ing—"And they lived happily ever after”—does noé for a

e
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I"”-oduction
emotional security of existence and permanence of relation available

to marn; and this alone can dissipate the fear of death. If one has found
e adult love, the fairy story also tells, one doesn’t need to wish for
eternal life. This is suggested by another ending found in fairy tales:
«They lived for a long time afterward, happy and in pleasure.”

An uninformed view of the fairy tale sees in this type of ending an
unrealistic wish-fulfillment, missing completely the important mes-
sage it conveys to the child. These tales tell him that by forming a true
interpersonal relation, one escapes the separation anxiety which
haunts him (and which sets the stage for many fairy tales, but is always
resolved at the story’s ending). Furthermore, the story tells, this end-
ing is not made possible, as the child wishes and believes, by holding
on to his mother eternally. If we try to escape separation anxiety and
death anxiety by desperately keeping our grasp on our parents, we
will only be cruelly forced out, like Hansel and Gretel.

Only by going out into the world can the fairy-tale hero (child) find
himself there; and as he does, he will also find the other with whom
he will be able to live happily ever after; that is, without ever again
having to experience separation anxiety. The fairy tale is future-ori-
ented and guides the child—in terms he can understand in both his
‘conscious and his unconscious mind—to relinquish his infantile de-
pendency wishes and achieve a more satisfying independent exis-
tence.

“Today children no longer grow up within the security. of an ex-
tended | family, or of a well-inte‘gfﬁf?fcommunity. Therefore, even
more than at the times fairy tales were invented, it is important to

provide the modern child with images of heroes who have to go out
into the world all by themselves and who, although originally ignorant
of the ultimate things, find secure places in the world by following
their right way with deep inner confidence.

The fairy-tale hero proceeds for a time in isolation, as the modern
child often feels isolated. The hero is helped by being in touch with
primitive things—a tree, an animal, nature—as the child feels more
in touch with those things than most adults do. The fate of these
heroes convinces the child that, like them, he may feel outcast and

bandoned in the world, groping in the dark, but, like them, in the

ourse of his life he will be guided step by step, and given help when
itis needed. Today, even more than in past times, the child needs the

Teassurance offered by the image of the isolated man who neverthe-
less is capable of achieving meaningful and rewarding relations with

the world around him.
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__ While it entertains the child, the fairy tale enlightens him about him-
§a}\tfzan f&féﬁs\pe\rsgn\ali_l@gy_elm@i It offers meaning on so
many different levels, and enriches the child’s existence in so many
_ways, that no one book can do justice to the multitude and diversity
of the contributions such tales make to the child’s life.
This book attempts to show how fairy stories represent in imagina-
~ tive form what the process of healthy human development consists of,
and how the tales make such development attractive for the child to
engage in. This growth process begins with the resistance against the
parents and fear of growing up, and ends when youth has truly found
itself, achieved psychological independence and moral maturity, and
no longer views the other sex as threatening or demonic, but is able
to relate positively to it. In short, this book explicates why fairy tales

make such great and positive psychological contributions to the
child’s inner_growth.

The Fairy Tale: A Unique Art Form

a élry;tﬁTé,‘the enchantment we feel, comes not from the psychologi-
aning of a tale (although this contributes to it) but from its
literary qualitied the tale itself as a work of art. The fairy tale could
ot have 1ts psychological impact on the child were it not first and
foremost a work of art.

Fairy tales are unique, not only as a form of literature, but as works
of art which are fully comprehensible to the child, as no other form
of art is. As with all great art, the fairy tale’s deepgst meaning will be
different for each person, and different for the same person at various
moments in his life. The child will extract different meaning from the
same fairy tale, depending on his interests and needs of the moment.
When given the chance, he will return to the same tale when he is
ready to enlarge on old meanings, or replace them with new ones.

As works of art, fairy tales have many aspects worth exploring in
addition to the psychological meaning and impact to which this book
is devoted. For example, our cultural heritage finds expression in fairy
tales, and through them is communicated to the child’s mind_* An-

R
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ction

ot lume could detail the unique contribution fair.y tales can ang

other 79 ltl(I)nthe child’s\illoral education} a topic which is only touche

do ‘,“aﬁfe pages which follow. o

on ists approach fairy tales in ways germafle to their discip 3

Fol'k101'13d literary critics examine their meaning for other reasons.
ﬁngl?lsm antin to observe that, for example, some see in the motif of

Ie e lrlterSSRidging Hood’s being swallowed by the wolf the therr.le of

Little 1 ring the day, of the moon eclipsing the sun, of .wmt.er

night fieV(t)}llle warm seasons, of the god swallowing the sacrificial vic-

replaClrcllg on. Interesting as such interpretations are, they seerr{ to

o ?illl:tles (t)o tHe parent or educator who wants to know what meaning
oﬂ"e'r may have to the child, whose experience is, after all, quite
?fmgrllf(t)(:/re):i from interpretations of the world on the basis of concerns
af y ial deities. .

e, ':attl:tll':s(:isf)ealﬁe:(:)tlllaid in religious motifs; many Biblical st01.'1es are

f I:ﬁle );ame nature as fairy tales. The conscious and l..lrlCOI’lSClOuS az
© elati s which fairy tales evoke in the mind of the listener dep?en
soa}a:'tloneneral frame of reference and his personal preoccupations.

;Ir:eml:i greligious persons will find in them much of importance that
i i Te.

* ;:(:s? fearilrt;/ortl:l(ishsriginated in periods when religi'on was a m?s}:
important part of life; thus, they deal, directly or by 1nfejr(;lnce, (:v;l:ll
religious themes. The stories of The Thousand and V(V):Si eNrf f:;ri,r >ful

s to Islamic religion. A great many
lcii\lf'zfreerleilglii)eus content; but most of these stories are neglectt}(leds etor(ialli)i
and unknown to the larger public just ll)lecauger,) ef:oz:ﬁ;,y;ne :ningﬁﬂ
gious themes no longer arouse universa y and | s peaninghul
iations. The neglect of “Our Lady’s Child, one of the
EZS:S;?;?I;:orLs of thge Brothers Grimm, illustrates this. It begins ex-

the beginning of a Christian existence. It is possil.)lef to. view the :til\;tte;lbb;c:;elrfssis,
representing that which had to disappear for C.hrlstl.':mltyhto cox:n o belng. o
they represent the pre-Christian, pagan wo'rld.m whlchht e sev elipion s stood for
the sky gods of antiquity. The newborn girl 1s.th6.:n the IlleW 1; nthit,h ich can
succeed only if the old creed does not interfere with its deve opc;nt c.larkness otlan:
ity, the brothers who represent paganism become relegate dothiS o ge.sts o
ravens, they dwell in a mountain at the end o.f the world, }im s o tgo ——
continued existence in a subterranean, subconscious world. T! 311; }1: :onforms hanity
occurs only because the sister s}:;xcriﬁces. l(l).ne ct>f il:;ifglgeetl;; ta;art : fstheir e which
istian i at only those who are willing to . ' .
[():1'}:\1:11112 ltclllzéir:hfrom i,eaching perfection, if t}.le'cir.cumstan';e reiqulz:l 1tt};0\::livi)1:
allowed to enter heaven. The new religion, Christianity, can liberate e

remained at first arrested in paganism.
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actly like “Hansel and Gretel”: “Hard by a great forest dwelt a wood-
cutter with his wife.” As in “Hansel and Gretel,” the couple are so
poor that they can no longer feed themselves and their three-year-old
daughter. Moved by their distress, the Virgin Mary appears to them
and offers to take care of the little girl, whom she takes with her to
heaven. The girl lives a wonderful ife there until she reaches the age
of fourteen. At this time, much as in the very different tale of “Blue-
beard,” the Virgin entrusts the girl with the keys to thirteen doors,
twelve of which she may open, but not the thirteenth. The girl cannot
resist this temptation; she lies about it, and in consequence has to
return to earth, mute. She undergoes severe ordeals and is about to
be burned at the stake. At this moment, as she desires only to confess
her misdeed, she regains her voice to do so, and is granted by the
Virgin “happiness for her whole life.” The lesson of the story is: a voice
used to tell lies leads us only to perdition; better we should be de-
prived of it, as is the heroine of the story. But a voice used to repent,
to admit our failures and state the truth, redeems us.

Quite a few of the Brothers Grimm’s other stories contain or begin
with religious allusions. “The Old Man Made Young Again” starts: “At
the time when our Lord still walked the earth, he and St. Peter
stopped one evening at a smith’s house. ... In another story, “The
Poor Man and the Rich Man,” God, like any other fairy-tale hero, is
tired from walking. That story begins: “In olden times, when the Lord
himself still used to walk about on this earth amongst men, it once
happened that he was tired and overtaken by the darkness before he
could reach an inn. Now there stood on the road before him two
houses facing each other. . . .” But important and fascinating as these
religious aspects of fairy stories are, they remain beyond the scope and
purpose of this book, and so are left unexamined here.

Even given this book’s relatively restricted purpose, that of suggest-
ing why fairy tales are so meaningful to children in helping them cope
with the psychological problems of growing up and integrating their
personalities, some serious but necessary limitations have had to be
accepted.

The first of these lies in the fact that today only a small number of
fairy tales are widely known. Most of the points made in this book
could have been illustrated more vividly if some of the more obscure
fairy stories could have been referred to. But since these tales, though
once familiar, are presently unknown, it would have been necessary
to reprint them here, making for a book of unwieldy size. Therefore
the decision was made to concentrate on a few still-popular fairy
stories, to show some of their underlying meanings, and how these
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relate to the child’s growing-up problems, to our un}c)leritanctl}llrg
may ]Jves and of the world. And the second part of the book, ra
of our®® . for an exhaustive completeness that is beyond reach,
then ?tl'l: lslclfne well-known favorites in some detail, for the meaning
exarmllzlsure that may be gained from them. ‘
and is book had been devoted to only one or two tales, it would have
belefrflgcs)ssible to show many more of their facets, although even dt.hfen

lete probing of their depths would not have be?n achlev.e ; for
co.mp ach story has meanings on too many levels. Which story is most
Fhls’o(:'tant to a particular child at a particular age depends entix.'ely on
u{lp chological stage of development, and the problems which are
iy pSyressing to him at the moment. While in writing the book it
mOSteF;l reasonable to concentrate on a fairy tale’s central meanings,
:flzrr;)as the shortcoming of neglecting other aspects which might be
much more significant to some individual child .because of problems
he is struggling with at the time. This, then, is another necessary
imitati this presentation. N
hnll?‘lct)arlt;izn(:;le, inpdiscussing “Hansel and C.}retel,” the child’s str1ang
to hold on to his parents even though the time has come for meetglg
the world on his own is stressed, as well as th,e ‘need to. trans?in ha
primitive orality, symbolized by the children’s .mfa.tuatlon with t et
gingerbread house. Thus, it would seem tha.t this fairy tale h.as m(})ls
to offer to the young child ready to make his first steps out 1ntoht e
world. It gives body to his anxieties, and offers reassurance 'abf)ut tbese
fears because even in their most exaggerated forrn.—anx1et1es a ou't
being devoured—they prove unwarranted: the chlldr.en are v1ct01il-
ous in the end, and a most threatening enemy—the WTtCh—lS utter' y
defeated. Thus, a good case could be made that this story. has l1ts
greatest appeal and value for the child at the age when fairy ta ei
begin to exercise their beneficial impact, that is, around the age o

ve. .
i:9!lMIIBI-u(t)Zeii)a(?'ation anxiety—the fear of being d.eserted—and s'tarvatlon
fear, including oral greediness, are not restrlcted'to a partlculalj pe-
riod of development. Such fears occur at all ages in the unconscious,
and thus this tale also has meaning for, and provides encouragenTent
to, much older children. As a matter of fact, the ol(.ier pers'on mlgh;
find it considerably more difficult to admit consciously h1§ fear o
being deserted by his parents, or to face his oral greed; .and th%s is evzn
more reason to let the fairy tale speak to his unconsmouf, give body
to his unconscious anxieties, and relieve them, without this ever com-
i conscious awareness.
n%)g)ler features of the same story may offer much-needed reassur-
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ance and guidance to an older child. In early adolescence a girl had
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been fascinated by “Hansel and Gretel,” and had derived great com- |

fort from reading and rereading it, fantasizing about it. As a child, she
had been dominated by a slightly older brother. He had, in a way,
shown her the path, as Hansel did when he put down the pebbles
which guided his sister and himself back home. As an adolescent, this
girl continued to rely on her brother; and this feature of the story felt
reassuring. But at the same time she also resented the brother’s domi-
nance. Without her being conscious of it at the time, her struggle for
independence rotated around the figure of Hansel. The story told her
unconscious that to follow Hansel’s lead led her back, not forward, and
it was also meaningful that although Hansel was the leader at the
story’s beginning, it was Gretel who in the end achieved freedom and
independence for both, because it was she who defeated the witch.
As an adult, this woman came to understand that the fairy tale had
helped her greatly in throwing off her dependence on her brother, as
it had convinced her that an early dependence on him need not
interfere with her later ascendancy. Thus, a story which for one rea-
son had been meaningful to her as a young child provided guidance
for her at adolescence for a quite different reason.

The central motif of “Snow White” is the pubertal girl’s surpassing
in every way the evil stepmother who, out of jealousy, denies her an
independent existence—symbolically represented by the stepmoth-
er’s trying to see Snow White destroyed. The story’s deepest meaning
for one particular five-year-old, however, was far removed from these
pubertal problems. Her mother was cold and distant, so much so that
she felt lost. The story assured her that she need not despair: Snow
White, betrayed by her stepmother, was saved by males—first the
dwarfs and later the prince. This child, too, did not despair because
- of the mother’s desertion, but trusted that rescue would come from
males. Confident that “Snow White” showed her the way, she turned
to her father, who responded favorably; the fairy tale’s happy ending
made it possible for this girl to find a happy solution to the impasse
in living into which her mother’s lack of interest had projected her.
Thus, a fairy tale can have as important a meaning to a five-year-old
as to a thirteen-year-old, although the personal meanings they derive
from it may be quite different.

In “Rapunzel” we learn that the enchantress locked Rapunzel into
the tower when she reached the age of twelve. Thus, hers is likewise
the story of a pubertal girl, and of a jealous mother who tries to
prevent her from gaining independence—a typical adolescent prob-

17

hich finds a happy solution when Rapunzel be.comes'united

lem, W€ ince. But one five-year-old boy gained quite a different
with her pnfror;l this story. When he learned that his grandmother,
l’eassurancere of him most of the day, would have to go to the hospital
who took (f:i:erious illness—his mother was working all day, and there

auSef (;her in the home—he asked to be read the stor y of Rapunzel.

wa? n_O a't'cal time in his life, two elements of the tale were important
Al ﬂ'“ig%ii'st there was the security from all dangers in which the
@Fe nother kept the child, an idea which greatly appealed to
Sl?bSh:l:hat moment. So what normally could be viewed as a represen-
cati 'g'-éf negatbive, selfish behavior was capable of having a mos.t reas-
ta;l,QIl meaning under specific circumnstances. And even more impor-
i:nntn tgo the boy was another central motif of th? story: that Rapunz};el
found the means of escaping her predicament in he.r own body—the
tresses on which the prince climbed up to her .room in Fhe tower. Th}?t
one’s body can provide a lifeline reassured him that, '1f neces‘saryr}h?
would similarly find in his own body the SO}lrce .of his securllty. [ is
shows that a fairy tale—because it addresses itself in Fhe m‘ost'lmagma-
tive form to essential human problems, and do‘es soin an 1f1d1rect. wa?/
—can have much to offer to a little boy even if the story’s heroine is

~ an adolescent girl.

These examples may help to counteract any impression madeﬁ)y
~ my concentration here on a story’s main motifs, and fiemonstraltlg that
| fairy tales have great psychological meaning for children of al ﬁges,

both girls and boys, irrespective of the age and sex of the stoll;y s : el"l(?:
| Rich personal meaning is gained from fairy stories l?ecau.se they faci ‘;
j tate changes in identification as the child deals .w1th 'dlifel.'ent p'r;)1 -
lems, one at a time. In the light of her earlier 1dentlﬁcat10.n ,w1t a
" Gretel who WM@SQL the adolescent girl’s later ék,
" {dentification with a Gretel \XQWMM.M?
toward indepen rewardi e. The little boy’s
1 first finding security in the idea of being kept wit}.nn t‘he safety of thﬁ
tower permitted him later on to glory in the reahzan(?n that a m(lllc
' more dependable security could be found in \yhat his body had to
offer him, by way of providing him with a lifeline. .

As we cannot know at what age a particular fairy tale 'w111 be.most
important to a particular child, we cannot ourstelves decide wljuch (l)f
the many tales he should be told at any given time or why. ']{'hls only
the child can determine and reveal by the strength of feeling szxth
which he reacts to what a tale evokes in his conscious a1.1d uncox'15c1o'us
mind. Naturally a parent will begin by telling or reading to his child
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a tale the parent himself or herself cared for as a child, or cares for |

now. If the child does not take to the story, this means that its motifs
or themes have failed to evoke a meaningful response at this moment
in his life. Then it is best to tell him another fairy tale the next evening,
Soon he will indicate that a certain story has become important to him
by his immediate response to it, or by his asking to be told this story
over and over again. If all goes well, the child’s enthusiasm for this
story will be contagious, and the story will become important to the
parent too, if for no other reason than that it means so much to the
child. Finally there will come the time when the child has gained all
he can from the preferred story, or the problems which made him
respond to it have been replaced by others which find better expres-
sion in some other tale. He may then temporarily lose interest in this
story and enjoy some other one much more. In the telling of fairy
stories it is always best to follow the child’s lead.

Even if a parent should guess correctly why his child has become
involved emotionally with a given tale, this is knowledge best kept to
oneself. The young child’s most important experiences and reactions
are largely subconscious, and should remain so until he reaches a
much more mature age and understanding. It is always intrusive to
interpret a person’s unconscious thoughts, to make conscious what he
wishes to keep preconscious, and this is especially true in the case of
a child. Just as important for the child’s well-being as feeling that his
parent shares his emotions, through enjoying the same fairy tale, is the
child’s feeling that his inner thoughts are not known to his parent until
he decides to reveal them. If the parent indicates that he knows them
already, the child is prevented from making the most precious gift to
his parent of sharing with him what until then was secret and private
to the child. And since, in addition, a parent is so much more powerful
than a child, his domination may appear limitless—and hence destruc-
tively overwhelming—if he seems able to read the child’s secret
thoughts, know his most hidden feelings, even before the child him-
self has begun to become aware of them.

Explaining to a child why a fairy tale is so captivating to him de-
stroys, moreover, the story’s enchantment, which depends to a consid-
erable degree on the child’s not quite knowing why he is delighted
by it. And with the forfeiture of this power to enchant goes also a loss
of the story’s potential for helping the child struggle on his own, and
master all by himself the problem which has made the story meaning-
ful to him in the first place. Adult interpretations, as correct as they
may be, rob the child of the opportunity to feel that he, on his own,
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through repeaF
ccessfully wit

ed hearing and ruminating about the story, has copgd
h a difficult situation. We grow, we find meaning in
;ufe nd security in ourselves by having understood and solved per-
ife, 8
’

— o] problems on our own, not by having them ex lained to us
sonal problems ;

.._.-—-’ers' . . . .
oth e motifs are not neurotic symptoms, something one is bet

Fal;‘yutrilclierstanding rationally so that one can rid ones§lf of them.
fer 2 otifs are experienced as wondrous because the child feels un-
Suc}l:;d and appreciated deep down in his feelings, hopes, and e}nxie-
(tiizzs without these all having to be dragged up al.ld inv§stigated in t.h}e1
har;h light of a rationality that is still beyond. h1{n. Fairy taleshenélc
the child’s life and give it an enchanted quality Ju'st because eh.oes

t quite know how the stories have worked their wondex; on him.
noThis book has been written to help adults, and most especially those
with children in their care, to become more fl‘llly aware (?f the irnpl(:lr-
tance of such tales. As has already been pointed out, innumera be
interpretations besides those suggested in the text that follows .r}la)f e

rtinent; fairy tales, like all true works of art, possess a multi arlou;
richness and depth that far transcend what even the rr.lost .tho.rouﬁ.
discursive examination can extract from them. W.hat is said in this
book should be viewed as illustrative and suggesFlve merely. If tl'fel
reader is stimulated to go beyond the surface in his own way, he Vf/'ll
extract ever more varied personal meaning from these stories, which
will then also become more meaningful to the children he may tell
th(IarIn;rte(j'however, one especially crucial limitation must b.e notefl: The
true meaning and impact of a fairy tale can be apprefnaFed, 1t's .en-
chantment can be experienced, only from the story 1n‘1ts orlg‘lnal
form. Describing the significant features of a fairy tale gives as little
feeling for what it is all about as the listing of the e.vents of a poem
does for its appreciation. Such a description of main features, how-
ever, is all that a book like this one can provide, short of .actual%y

reprinting the stories. Since most of these fairy tales aré read1.1y an’ill-
able elsewhere, the hope is that this book will be read in cor%Junctlon
with a re-reading of the tales discussed.” Whether it is “Little Red

Riding Hood,” “Cinderella,” or any other fairy.t.ale, only the s.:tory

itself permits an appreciation of its poetic quahtTes, and with it an
understanding of how it enriches a responsive mind.

*The versions of the fairy tales discussed in this book are referred to in the Notes
at the end of the book.



