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The Changing Function of the Fairy Tale
by Jack Zipes
It is nearly impossible to define the fairy tale as a literary genre because
it has become more of a cultural institution than anything else. Not only
are there thousands of literary fairy tales produced for children and adults
each year throughout the world, but there are also fairy-tale films, plays,

ballets, operas, tapes, records, calendars, illustrations, and advertisements. Furthermore, hundreds of thousands of folk tales continue to be
told and come and go as easily as the wind whisks leaves into the air,
lets them flutter, and eventually disperses them on the ground until they
settle and die. But the best of our tales do not die.

Tales are marks that leave traces of the human struggle for immortality.

Tales are human marks invested with desire. They are formed like musical
compositions except that the letters constitute words and are chosen individually to enunciate the speaker/writer's position in the world, including his or her dreams, needs, wishes, and experience. The speaker/
writer posits the self against language to establish identity and to test the
self with and against language, and each word marks a way toward a
future different from what may have already been decreed, certainly
different from what is being experienced in the present: the words that
are selected in the process of creating the tale allow the speaker/writer
freedom to play with options that no one has ever glimpsed. The marks
are magical.
The fairy tale celebrates the marks as magical: marks as letters, words,
sentences, signs. More than any other literary genre, the fairy tale has

persisted in emphasizing transformation of the marks with spells, enchantments, disenchantments, resurrections, recreations. During its inception, the fairy tale distinguished itself as genre both by appropriating

the oral folk tale and expanding it, for it became gradually necessary in
the modern world to adapt the oral tale to standards of literacy and make
it acceptable for diffusion in the public sphere. The fairy tale is only one
type of appropriation of a particular oral storytelling tradition: the wonder
folk tale, often called the ZaubermÃ¤rchen or the magic tale. As more and
more wonder tales were written down in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and
seventeenth centuries, they constituted the genre of the literary fairy tale

that began establishing its own conventions, motifs, topoi, characters,
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and plots, based to a large extent on those developed in the oral tradition
but altered to address a reading public formed by the aristocracy and the
middle classes. Though the peasants were excluded in the formation of

this literary tradition, it was their material, tone, style, and beliefs that
were incorporated into the new genre in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and
seventeenth centuries.

What exactly is the oral wonder tale?
Vladimir Propp's now famous study, The Morphology of the Folk Tale,
based on a study of the Russian wonder tale, outlined the 31 basic functions
that constitute the formation of the model narrative. As he remarked (99-

101), not all the functions need to be present in a wonder tale for it to
be considered one.

Function is understood as an act of character, defined from the point
of view of its significance for the course of the action. . . .
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1. Functions of characters serve as stable, constant elements in a tale,
independent of how and by whom they are fulfilled. They constitute the

fundamental components of a tale.
2. The number of functions known to the tale is limited. (21)

EssentiallyÂ—and here I am summarizing and reducing the functions
with a different emphasisÂ—we are talking about the following:

1) The protagonist is confronted with an interdiction or prohibition
which he or she violates in some way.
2) Departure or banishment of the protagonist, who is either given a
task or assumes a task related to the interdiction or prohibition. The

protagonist is as-signed a task, and the task is a sign. That is, his or her
character will be marked by the task that is his or her sign.

3) Encounter with: a) villain; b) mysterious individual or creature, who
gives the protagonist gifts; c) three different animals or creatures who
are helped by the protagonist and promise to repay him or her; d) encounter
with three different animals or creatures who offer gifts to help the

protagonist, who is in trouble. The gifts are often magical agents.
4) The endowed protagonist is tested and moves on to battle and conquer
the villain or inimical forces.

5) The peripety or sudden fall in the protagonist's fortunes that is
generally only a temporary setback.
6) The protagonist makes use of endowed gifts (and this includes the
magical agents and cunning) to achieve his or her goal. The result is: a)
three battles with the villain; b) three impossible tasks that are nevertheless
made possible; c) the breaking of a magic spell.
7) The villain is punished or the inimical forces are vanquished.
8) The success of the protagonist generally leads to: a) marriage; b)
the acquisition of money; c) survival and wisdom; d) any combination
of the first three.

Rarely do wonder tales end unhappily. They triumph over death. The
tale begins "once upon a time ago" or "once there was" and never really

ends when it ends. The ending is actually the true beginning. The once
upon a time is not a past designation but futuristic: the timelessness of
the tale and lack of geographical specificity endow it with the Utopian
connotationsÂ—utopia in its original meaning designated no place, a place
that no one had ever envisaged. We form and keep the Utopian kernel of

the tale safe in our imaginations with hope.
The significance of the functions of the wonder tale is that they facilitate
recall. They enable us to store, remember, and reproduce the Utopian
spirit of the tale and to change it to fit our experiences and desires due
to the easily identifiable characters who are associated with particular
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assignments and settings. For instance, we have the simpleton, who turns
out to be remarkably cunning; the third and youngest son, who is oppressed

by his brothers and/or father; the beautiful but maltreated youngest daughter; the discharged soldier, who has been exploited; the shrew who needs

taming; the evil witch; the kind elves; the cannibalistic ogre; the clumsy
stupid giant; terrifying beasts like dragons, lions, wild boars; kind animals
like ants, birds, deer, bees, ducks, fish; the clever tailor; the evil and

jealous stepmother; the clever peasant; the power-hungry and unjust king;
treacherous nixies; the beast-bridegroom. There are haunted castles; en-

chanted forests; mysterious huts in forests; glass mountains; dark, dangerous caves. There are seven-league boots that enable the protagonist
to move faster than jet planes; capes that make a person invisible; magic
wands that can perform extraordinary feats of transformation; animals
that produce gold; tables that provide all the delicious and sumptuous
food you can eat; musical instruments with enormous captivating powers;
swords and clubs capable of conquering anyone or anything; lakes, ponds,
and seas that are difficult to cross and serve as the home for supernatural
creatures.

The characters, settings, and motifs are combined and varied according
to specific functions to induce wonder. It is this sense of wonder that
distinguishes the wonder tale from other oral tales as the legend, the

fable, the anecdote, and the myth; it is clearly the sense of wonder that
distinguishes the literary fairy tale from the moral story, novella, sentimental tale, and other modern short literary genres. According to the
Oxford Universal Dictionary, a wonder is "something that causes astonishment" which can be a "marvellous object; a marvel, prodigy ... a

marvellous character or quality" (2444). A wonder is often regarded as
a supernatural occurrence and can be an omen or portent. It gives rise
to admiration, fear, awe, and reverence. Or, as the OUD, states, wonder

is "the emotion excited by the perception of something novel and unexpected, or inexplicable; astonishment mingled with perplexity or be-

wildered curiosity" (2444). In the oral wonder tale, we are to wonder
about the workings of the universe where anything can happen at any

time, and these happy or fortuitous events are never to be explained. Nor
do the characters demand an explanationÂ—they are opportunistic. They
are encouraged to be so, and if they do not take advantage of the opportunity that will benefit them in their relations with others, they are
either dumb or mean-spirited. The tales seek to awaken our regard for

the miraculous condition of life and to evoke in a religious sense profound
feelings of awe and respect for life as a miraculous process, which can
be altered and changed to compensate for the lack of power, wealth, and
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pleasure that most people experience. Lack, deprivation, prohibition, and
interdiction motivate people to look for signs of fulfillment and emancipation. In the wonder tales, those who are naive and simple are able

to succeed because they are untainted and can recognize the wondrous
signs. They have retained their belief in the miraculous condition of nature,

revere nature in all its aspects. They have not been spoiled by conventionalism, power, or rationalism. In contrast to the humble characters,
the villains are those who use words to exploit, control, transfix, incar-

cerate, and destroy for their benefit. They have no respect or consideration
for nature and other human beings, and they actually seek to abuse magic
by preventing change and causing everything to be transfixed according

to their interests. Enchantment = petrification. Breaking the spell =
emancipation. The wondrous protagonist wants to keep the process of
natural change flowing and indicates possibilities for overcoming the
obstacles that prevent other characters or creatures from living in a peaceful and pleasurable way.
The focus on wonder in the oral folk tale does not mean that all wonder

tales, and later the literary fairy tales, served and serve an emancipatory
purpose. August Nitschke has convincingly demonstrated in Soziale Ordnungen im Spiegel der MÃ¤rchen that the nature of oral folk tales depended
on what stage of development a tribe, community, or society was going
through. Therefore, the oral tales could serve to stabilize, conserve, or
challenge the common beliefs, laws, values, and norms of a group. The
ideology expressed in wonder tales was derived from the position the
narrator assumed with regard to the developments in his or her community,

and the narrative plot and changes depended on the sense of wonder or
awe that the narrator wanted to evoke. In other words, the sense of wonder

in the tale and the intended emotion sought by the narrator is ideological.
Since these wonder tales have been with us for thousands of years and

have undergone so many different changes in the oral tradition, it is
difficult to determine the ideological intention of the narrator, and even
when we disregard the narrator's intention, it is often difficult to reconstruct (and/or deconstruct) the ideological meaning of a tale. In the last
analysis, however, even if we cannot establish whether a wonder tale is

ideologically conservative, sexist, progressive, emancipatory, etc., they
all celebrate wonder, and this celebration accounts for the major appeal

of the wonder tales. No matter what the plot may be, the tales all celebrate
our capacity as readers and potential transmitters of tales to wonder. We
do not want to know the ultimate resolution. We do not want to name

God, gods, goddesses. We do not want to form craven images. We do

not want to have utopia designated for us. We want to remain curious,
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startled, provoked, mystified, and uplifted. We want to glare, gaze, gawk,
behold, and stare. We want to be given opportunities to change, and
ultimately we want to be told that we can become kings and queens, or
lords of our own destinies. We remember wonder tales and fairy tales to

keep our sense of wonderment alive and to nurture our hope that we can
seize possibilities and opportunities to transform ourselves and our worlds.
The definition of both the wonder tale and the fairy tale, then, depends
on the manner in which a narrator/author arranges known functions of a

tale aesthetically and ideologically to induce wonder and then transmits
the tale as a whole according to customary usage of a society in a given
historical period. Consequently, the endeavor to grasp the manner in

which the wonder tale and the fairy tale define themselves and are defined
can help us understand our social attitudes and values. Both the oral
wonder tale and the literary fairy tale have long complicated histories,
and it is impossible to analyze these histories within a short essay. However, it is possible to outline their social functions and key shifts in their

social use in order to understand how the literary fairy tale plays a
significant cultural role in American society today. Though I shall not
endeavor to provide a comprehensive definition of the literary fairy tale
at this time, my starting premise is that any definition of a literary fairy
tale must take into consideration its social function, which is a constant
determinant in the aesthetics of the tale and particularly in the massmediated fairy tale of our present day and age. My focus will be on the
western European and American development of the literary fairy tale
that has led to the institutionalization of the genre in the West, but it
should be stressed that this tradition has been influenced by the evolution
of the tale in the Orient, Africa, and Eastern Europe.
The Late Medieval Period

Wonder tales were told in Europe primarily by peasants for various pur-

poses: wish-fulfillment, desire to improve their lot, compensation for
misery, celebration of community. The tales were told in the fields, at
the hearth, or in the spinning rooms. Peasant women and men also
transmitted these tales to the upper classes when they worked for them
as wet nurses, maids, servants, and day-laborers. These tales were con-

sidered trite and pagan, more suited for children and peasants than for
polite society. However, priests began to incorporate them into their
sermons in the vernacular as parables to illustrate a moral message.

Interesting here is that, while the priests "christianized" certain folk tales,
they also created new ones that were in turn appropriated by the peasants
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and often changed and spread without the Christian elements (MoserRath, PredigtmÃ¤rlein der Barockzeit). Aside from the peasants and the
priests, there were travelers such as merchants, journeymen, soldiers,
and sailors, who told tales in taverns, inns, and hostels. These tales were

generally told to startle, delight, and impress the listeners. They were
also taken over by peasants and became part of their repertoire. There is

no evidence that there were special tales cultivated just for children. Some
so-called warning tales dealing with dangerous animals were apparently
directed at children, but they were not considered "children's tales." The
fact is, children were not excluded from the audience when tales were

told, no matter how bawdy, erotic, or scatological they might have been.
It was through the tales that one gained a sense of values and one's place

within the community. The oral tradition was in the hands of the peasantry,
and each peasant community made its mark on tales that circulated beyond
its borders.
The Renaissance

The oral tradition of the wonder tale continued very much as it was. If
there were changes in the social function of the tales, they were brought
about as the communities themselves changed (Schenda). For instance,
the growth of towns, the religious conflicts, and the peasant uprisings
had an effect both on the subject matter of the tales and the way they
were used.

Most important during this period was the rise of the literary fairy tale.
The influence of the oral tradition was clear in Boccaccio's Decameron

(1348-53) and Chaucer's Canterbury Tales (1387) in the fourteenth century, but their collections made very little use of the wonder tale. It was
first in Giovanni Francesco Straporola's Piacevoli Notti (The Facetious
Nights, 1550) and then in Giambattista Basile's Pentamerone in 1634Â—
36 that wonder tales were fully adapted and transcribed to amuse courtly
readers. The social function of representation and entertainment was the
dominant one in these collections, although they also contained a good
deal of social commentary about love, marriage, and power. By representation, I mean that the authors altered the functions and motifs of the

oral tradition to represent courtly interests. This does not mean that there
was a prescribed manner in which an author was to re-present the court
to itself or the upper classes to themselves. However, authors were ex-

pected to address the interests of the aristocracy and could do this in a
critical or non-critical fashion, just as long as the tales were enjoyable
and entertaining.
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Since the writers of fairy tales in Italy did not consciously seek to
create a new mode of writing, and since they did not form a social network
in which the tales could become instituted, the literary genre did not take
a firm hold. However, in France, which, for all intents and purposes,

gave "birth" to the literary fairy tale, the situation was different. By the
mid-seventeenth century, there were literary salons established by aris-

tocratic women, who organized types of "parlor games," which incorporated the use of folk tales (Baader). The participants were expected to

show their wit and eloquence by inventing wondrous tales generally called
contes de fÃ©es, which dealt with such subjects as tender love, courtship,

proper comportment, and the use of power. These games grew increasingly
popular in the literary salons of Paris and were often written down or
rehearsed at home so that one could distinguish oneself as a prÃ©cieuse
or unique person or appear as natural as possible in the salons when asked
to recite a fairy tale. By 1690, various authors such as Madame D'Aulnoy
and Mile Bernard began to incorporate fairy tales into their novels and
then publish entire collections of fairy tales. It is common today to speak
of a veritable vogue if not a deluge of fairy tales from 1696 to 1704 in
France (Storer; BarchilÃ³n; Zipes). Mme D'Aulnoy, Mlle L'HÃ©ritier,
Charles Perrault, Mme de la Force, Mme Durand, Mlle Lubert, Mme de

MurÃ¢t, Chevalier de Mailly, Mlle Bernard and other gifted writers published remarkable collections of fairy tales.

The reason why the aristocratic and bourgeois women and men performed their tales in the salons and also published them was to demonstrate
their unique personalities, their command of eloquent conversation, and
their wit or esprit. The tales were intended to amuse the listeners but also
to establish conventions pertaining to a discourse on manners and civilitÃ©.
Implicit was a code that corresponded to the ideals and standards of
propriety. Therefore, the oral tales, which most of the tellers had learned
from their nurses, governesses, or servants, or which were based on tales
which they had read, such as those by Straporola, were radically changed
in content and style. When written down, they were changed even more,
for the teller/writers could expand the plots, employ more florid language,

and invent even more extraordinary events. Moreover, it is apparent from
the literary fairy tales that there was a strong critique, especially on the
part of the women, of the destructive policies of Louis XIV, whose wars
and turn to orthodox Catholicism had brought about the demise of France.
The Utopian projections of magnificent courtly subjects, where a just ruler

guarantees peace and happiness for his subjects, reveal the discontent of
the writers and their desire to change French society during the latter
days of the Ancien rÃ©gime. The Utopian "project" of the early French
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fairy tales endows wonder with a certain nationalist component. It is well
known that Louis XIV, the Sun King, sought to have the world admire
his court and France, and that the aristocracy and haute bourgeoisie
desired, more or less, to make French culture the standard for all cultures.

Therefore, the creation of fairy-tale realms represented a general French
tendency to elevate language and folk material as exemplary, and the
functions within the tales are meant to induce wonder in the readers so

that they will strive to admire and imitate the protagonists or learn from
their mistakes. Those fairy-tale realms become magnificent in the tales,
and those fortunate destinies that are depicted celebrate the wonders of
the French or the possibilities that the French have to become wondrous.

AU these fairy tales were written explicitly for adults, even those by
Perrault, and this point is important to stress because it is generally thought
that the fairy tale for children originated during this time. Yet, there is
no evidence that shows that these complex and subtle tales were read to
children, or that children read them. It is true that FÃ©nelon, the important
theologian and Archbishop of Cambrai, who was in charge of the Dau-

phin's education during the 1690s, wrote several didactic fairy tales as
an experiment to make the Dauphin's lessons more enjoyableÂ—one of
the first major attempts along these linesÂ—but, for the most part, if fairy
tales were read to children or if children were encouraged to read fairy
tales, they were the tales that had been written for an adult audience.
Of course, these "adult" fairy tales did influence the tales that were
developed for children. For instance, soon after their publication, the

tales of D'Aulnoy, Perrault, and others were printed in a series of chapbooks called the BibliothÃ¨que Bleue (Vellay-Vallantin) that were distributed by peddlers called colporteurs throughout France and central Europe
to members of the lower classes. Their tales were often shortened; the

language was changed and made more simple; and there were multiple

versions, which were read to children. Then by 1730, when FÃ©nelon's
fairy tales were finally printed after his death, it became acceptable to
use some fairy tales for children in volumes that they were intended to
read. The most notable example here, aside from FÃ©nelon's tales, is the
work of Madame Leprince de Beaumont, who published Magasin des
Enfants, which included Beauty and the Beast, among others, in 1743.
Mme de Beaumont used a frame setting to transmit different kinds of

didactic tales in which a governess engages several young girls between
six and ten in discussions about morals, manners, ethics, and gender roles

and uses stories to illustrate her points. Her use of such a frame is
illustrative of the manner in which she told tales to children as a governess
and intended the tales to be used by others.
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With the publication of Charles Mayer's 41-volume Cabinet des FÃ©es
between 1785-89, a collection that included most of the important French
fairy tales of the last hundred years, the literary fairy tale for adults and
children had become firmly established in western culture. By this time
it had begun assuming several social functions: 1) representation of the

glory and ideology of the French aristocracy; 2) symbolical critique with
Utopian connotations of the aristocratic code; 3) the introduction of the
norms and values of the bourgeois civilizing process; 4) amusement for
the aristocracy and bourgeoisie, whereby the fairy tale was a divertissement; it diverted the attention of the listeners from the more serious socio-

political problems of the times; it compensated for the deprivation that
the upper classes perceived themselves to be suffering; 5) self-parodyÂ—
some fairy tales were written to reveal the ridiculous notions in previous
fairy tales and represented another aspect of the court society to itself.
In order for the parodies to be effective, there was an assumption that
the fairy tale had become instituted and was common knowledge within
the French reading public.
This assumption meant that children, too, had been exposed to the
fairy tale as genre. And, indeed, by the end of the eighteenth century,
several generations of aristocratic and bourgeois children had been introduced to the literary fairy tale to a certain degree. Although the genre
had become fully acceptable for adults, it had a precarious position during

the period when a specific children's culture was being developed in the
eighteenth century. In England, North America, and most of Central
Europe, the fairy tale for children of the upper classes had been rejected
and more or less banned because of its alleged frivolous nature and
precisely because of its "wondrous" elements. It was feared that children
would get "crazy ideas" from the fairy tales because they were filled
with pagan ideas, superstitions, magic, and fantasy. Moreover, the tales
did not encourage them to learn a definitive, categorical, and rational
way of thinking and approaching life. If they taught them anything, it
was to wonder, hope, wish, and fantasize. Though the majority of children
among the non-literate lower classes continued to hear oral wonder tales,
it was expected that the reading material of children of the upper and
educated classes throughout Europe and America would introduce them

to Christian ideas and proper manners and uphold rationalism and the
ideas of absolutism. As RÃ¼diger Steinlein has commented in his study

of children's literature and pedagogy at the end of the eighteenth and
early nineteenth century in Germany (Die domestizierte Phantasie, 210-

63), fairy tales were associated with maternality that threatened the patriarchal rational code of socialization, which had become firmly estab-
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lished in Germany and elsewhere. By maternality, Steinlein does not
mean something gender specific. Rather, maternality is a notion that

accounts for the erotic pleasure children gain by experiencing a text
narrated in the voice of the mother as the first representative of the Other
(understood in a psychological sense). Since the narrative voice of fairy
tales appeared to recall the Other, associated with pleasure, wishes, and
desire, fairy tales were considered subversive and dangerous to the health
of children, who needed moral instruction and guidance to domesticate
their imaginations.
The only reason that the fairy tales of FÃ©nelon, Mme de Beaumont,

and other traditional writers of the eighteenth century were approved is
that they were overly didactic, moralistic, and sexist. Though their tales
were fun to read and pleasurable, it was clear that the basic function of

the literary fairy tale for children was to instruct. Amusement was a
secondary goal. Autonomy was not desirable.
The Romantic and Victorian Periods

The French fairy tale had a profound influence on the German classicists

and the romantics, and the development in Germany provided the continuity for the institution of the genre in the West as a whole. For instance,
Christoph Martin Wieland translated part of the Cabinet des FÃ©es in
Dschinnistan (1786-87) and numerous French fairy tales became well-

known in Germany by the turn of the century through the popular series
of the Blaue Bibliothek (Ewers) and other translations from the French.

In fact, some even worked their way into the Brothers Grimm collection
of the Kinder-und HausmÃ¤rchen (Children's and Household Tales, 1812Â—

1815). Romantic writers such as Ludwig Tieck, Novalis, Joseph von
Eichendorff, Clemens Brentano, Adelbert Chamisso, Friedrich de la
Motte FouquÃ©, and E. T. A. Hoffman wrote extraordinary tales that

revealed a major shift in the social function of the genre: the fairy tale
no longer represented the dominant aristocratic ideology. Rather, it was
written as a critique of the worst aspects of the enlightenment and absolutism. Very few of the German romantic tales end on a happy note.
The protagonists either go insane or die. The evil forces assume a social
hue, for the witches and villains are no longer allegorical representations

of evil in the Christian tradition but are symbolically associated with
Philistine society or the decadent aristocracy. Nor was the purpose of the
romantic fairy tale to amuse in the traditional sense of divertissement.
Instead, it sought to engage the reader in a serious discourse about art,
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philosophy, education, and love. It is not by chance that the German
term for fairy tale is KunstmÃ¤rchen (art tale).
In his afterword to a collection of German fairy tales, Hans-Heino
Ewers claims that the German romantics were responsible for transforming
the literary fairy tale into a modern narrative genre that can be divided
into two types, both of which make use of the oral wonder tale's motifs,

themes, topoi, styles, and functions: 1) the amimetic; 2) the mimetic
(Ewers 661-78). The amimetic type is the abstract conceptual expression
of a moral, idea, or meaning that does not have an exact equivalent in

reality. The form is conceived to embody an abstraction, and therefore,
the language and plot are directed toward concepts and ideas and are not
concerned with mirroring reality in any way. In contrast, the mimetic
type is a fictional representation of magical and wondrous characters and
events that compels readers to consider the world of these characters as

a world of living people (Ewers 669). The narrative form is developed
to indicate a real possibility. "The suggestion of the real is certainly also
dependent on the kind of subject matter that is spoken about. It must deal
to a great extent with processes and things that are possible in the reality
of the reader and thus appear (anmuten) as probable" (Ewers 669). Although Ewers' analyses of the different types of fairy tales correspond

to the general aesthetical development of the genre, they still do not
provide an adequate basis for defining the literary fairy tale as genre.

First of all, most of the typical features he discusses had already been
developed by the French fairy-tale writers and are formal attributes that
do not help us distinguish the substantive changes of the genre as institution. Second, he does not discuss the key social functions that determined some of the aesthetic choices and creations. For instance, like the

French writers, the German romantics regarded the fairy tale as a means

of social communication in which they might celebrate their own geniuses,
the greatness of art, and friendship. But there was also a different national
component in their work since they endeavored to elevate the German
language through a symbolic language that was to lend mythic substance

to German culture. Friedrich Schlegel and other writers like Novalis in
the early German romantic movement often wrote about the need for a
new mythology or golden age in Germany. The Brothers Grimm also
regarded their work in folklore as a political contribution to uniting the
German people. In other words, the function of the fairy tale shifted so

writers could discuss major concerns of the educated bourgeoisie, and it
was this shift in the social function that had a great effect on the innovative

manner in which the German romantics marked the fairy tale.
While the function of the fairy tale for adults underwent a major shiftÂ—
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and this was clear in other countries as wellÂ—that made it an appropriate
means to carry on a dialogue about social and political issues within the
bourgeois public sphere, the fairy tale for children remained suspect until
the 1820s. There were, in fact, various collections of fairy tales published
for children in Germany by Christian August Vulpius (AmmenmÃ¤rchen,
1791-92) and Albert Ludwig Grimm (KindermÃ¤hrchen, 1809) and in
England by John Harris (Mother Bunch's Fairy Tales, 1802) and Benjamin
Tabart (Popular Fairy Tales, 1804Â—1808) along with individual chapbooks

containing Little Red Riding Hood, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Jack
the Giant Killer, Beauty and the Beast. These collections flourished

throughout Europe and were read by children and adults, but they were
not considered the prime reading material for children. Nor were they
considered to be "healthy" for the development of children's minds. The
majority of the tales and stories for children were sentimental, moralistic,
realistic, and didactic, intended to demonstrate manners and morals. Even

the Brothers Grimm, in particular Wilhelm, began in 1819 to revise their

collected tales for children, adding Christian sentiments and cleansing
narratives of their erotic, cruel, or bawdy passages. However, the fantastic
and wondrous elements were kept, and most of the tales eschewed a

traditional Christian message, so they were not fully accepted by the
bourgeois reading public. Nevertheless, it was during the 1820s that a
change in attitude toward the fairy tale for children could be noted. It

was signaled in Germany by the publication of Wilhelm Hauffs tales,
MÃ¤rchen-Almanach, 1826, and in England by Edgar Taylor's translation
of the Grimms' Kinder und HausmÃ¤rchen under the title of German

Popular Stories (1823). Essentially, educators and parents began to re-

alize, probably due to their own reading experiences, that fantasy literature
and amusement would not necessarily destroy or pervert children's minds.

On the contrary, children needed amusementÂ—"all work and no play
makes for a very dull day" Â—so they could relax and recharge themselves

after a rigid school day. Whether the children were of the middle classes
and attended school or were of the lower classes and worked on the farm

or in a factory, they needed a recreation periodÂ—the time and space to
recreate themselves without having morals and ethics imposed on them,

without having the feeling that their reading or listening had to involve
indoctrination.

Significantly, it was from 1830 to 1900, during the rise of the middle
classes, that the fairy tale came into its own for children. It was exactly
during this time, from 1835 onwards, to be precise, that Hans Christian
Andersen began publishing his tales which became extremely popular
throughout Europe and America. Andersen combined humor, Christian
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sentiments, and fantastic plots to form tales that amused and instructed

young and old readers at the same time. This was exactly what FÃ©nelon
had endeavored to do about 140 years before him, but the social conditions
had not been ripe enough for such tales. The socio-cultural setting in
Europe and America was more propitious for the fairy tale. Up until the
1850s, the majority of fairy-tale writers for children, including Catherine
Sinclair, George Cruikshank, and Alfred Crowquill in England, Collodi
in Italy, Comtesse Sophie de SÃ©gur in France, and Ludwig Bechstein in
Germany, emphasized the lessons to be learned in keeping with the
principles of the Protestant EthicÂ—industriousness, honesty, cleanliness,
diligence, virtuousnessÂ—and male supremacy. The fairy tale was intended
to play a major role in the socialization process.

However, just as the "conventional" fairy tale for adults had become
subverted at the end of the eighteenth century, there was a major movement

to write parodies of fairy tales for children, to turn them upside down
and inside out, to question the traditional value system and suggest alternatives to the endings that appeared to contradict the notion of wonder
and transformation that had been so dominant in the wonder folk tale.

Writers such as Lewis Carroll, William Makepeace Thackeray, Juliana
Ewing, E. Nesbit, Carl Ewald, Oscar Wilde, Andrew Lang, Kenneth

Grahame, and George Sand began to experiment with the fairy tale in a
manner that would make young readers question the world around them.
Their tales did not offer prescriptions on good housekeeping and clean
living. Instead, they suggested that conventional living could lead to the
imprisonment of the soul and mind, and they offered Utopian alternatives.
It is not by chance that the most notable and memorable American fairy
tale was produced right at the end of the nineteenth century: L. Frank
Baum's The Wizard of Oz, which depicts Dorothy's great desire and need

to break out of the gray bleakness of Kansas. Her imagination and initiative
are awakened so she can ultimately determine her destiny in the land of

Oz. Though Dorothy returns to America, she realizes in the sixth Oz
book, The Emerald City of Oz (1910), that she cannot stay in a country

where exploitation is accepted as the "American way of life" and farmers
are driven to ruin by bankers. Baum's creation of 14 Oz books, considered
as an American fairy-tale saga, is a political commentary with profound
ramifications for the eventual development of the fairy tale as genre, for
he set the stage for other fairy-tale novels and series such as those of
J. R. R. Tolkien, C. S. Lewis, T. H. White, and Michael Ende.
By the beginning of the twentieth century, the fairy tale had become

fully institutionalized in Europe and America, and its functions had shifted
and expanded. The institutionalization of a genre means that a certain
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process of production, distribution, and reception has become fully accepted within the public sphere of a society and plays a role in forming
and maintaining the cultural heritage of that society. Without such institutionalization, the genre would perish, and thus the genre itself becomes
a kind of institute that is involved in the socialization and acculturation

of readers. Thus, it is the interaction of writer/publisher/audience within

a given society that makes for the definition of the genre in any given
epoch. The aesthetics of each fairy tale will depend on how and why an
individual writer wants to intervene in the discourse of the genre as
institution.

By the beginning of the twentieth century the fairy tale as institution

expanded to include drama, poetry, ballet, music, and opera. A few major
examples of works that were significant in setting models for the twentieth
century are: Fertinand Raimund, Der Bauer als MillionÃ¤r (1826) and Der

AlpenkÃ¶nig und der Menschenfeind (1828), Johann Nestroy's Der bÃ¶se
Geist Lumpazivagabundus (1833), Georg BÃ¼chner's LÃ©once and Lena
(1836), Hugo von Hofmannstal's Das Bergwerk zu Falun (1899), J. R.
PlanchÃ©'s numerous fairy-tale plays, which ranged from Puss in Boots

(1837) to Fortunio (1843), Alphonse Daudet's Le Roman du Chaperonrouge (1862): Kerner, Uhland, Heinrich Heine, Deutschland, ein WintermÃ¤rchen (1847); Tschaikovsky's Sleeping Beauty (1889) and The Nutcracker Suite (1892); LÃ©o Delibes' CoppÃ©lia (1870); Robert Schumann's
Kreisleriana; Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart's Die ZauberflÃ¶te (1791), En-

glebert Humperdinck's Hansel and Gretel (1890), Jacques Offenbach's
Les contes d'Hoffmann (1890). By the 1850s, fairy-tale plays began to
be produced for children on a regular basis in Germany during the Christmas holidays (Schedler) and this was soon the case in other countries.

These productions led to fairy-tale operas for children and eventually to
fairy-tale musicals by the turn of the century.
The Twentieth Century up to 1945

If we graph the development of the fairy tale as an institution with emphasis
on its social function up to 1900, we would have the following:
Fairy Tales for Adults
Producer

Audience

17th century writer (with aristocratic
help of
high bourgeois
friends)
aristocratic

collective
reception

Function

representation
social critique
amusement
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aristocratic

social critique

writer

bourgeois

amusement

bourgeois

individual

autonomy of art

reception

and artist

bourgeois

socialization

writer

lower middle

social critique

bourgeois

classes

amusement

18th century individual

19th century individual
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The major social function of the fairy tale for children during these
three centuries remains essentially the same: instruction according to the
basic tenets of the civilizing process in each particular country. During
the twentieth century, the fairy tale was written also to amuse and provide
some social commentary that implied criticism of the civilizing process.
During the first half of the twentieth century, the major shift in the
function of the tale for adults was politicization, especially in Germany.
The fairy tale was used as a vehicle to convey a message about politics.
For instance, Hermann Hesse wrote Strange News from Another Planet
(1919), a pacifist fairy tale, and Thomas Mann made a major contribution
to the fairy-tale novel with The Magic Mountain (1924), which is filled

with political debates about nationalism and philosophy. Moreover, there
were numerous expressionist fairy tales and political fairy tales written
during the 1920s that were politically tendentious (Eykmann, Zipes). Of
course, after 1933, the fairy tale in Germany was interpreted and produced
according to Nazi ideology, and there are numerous examples of vÃ¶lkisch
and fascist fairy-tale products (Kamenetsky, Zipes). In turn, they brought
out a response of writers opposed to Nazism such as H. I. Phillips' Little
Red Riding Hood as a Dictator Would Tell It (1940).
Germany offers an extreme case of how the fairy tale became politicized
of used for political purposes. But this extreme case does illustrate a
general trend in the political intonation of fairy tales for adults. For
example, a work like J. R. R. Tolkien's The Hobbit was written with
World War I in mind and with the intention of warning against a second
world war. Whether Tolkien's fairy-tale novel was written for children
or for adults is a moot point. In fact, this is another interesting facet of
the fairy tale during the first part of the twentieth century: it becomes
increasingly difficult to draw boundaries between fairy tales for children
and adults. One thing is clear and has always been true: adults have

always read, censored, approved, and distributed the so-called fairy tales
for children. On the other hand, as more and more children have become

functionally and culturally literate, and as they have become more worldly,
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they have either sought the reading material of adults or been exposed
to this reading material. In fact, part of children's schoolingÂ—and this
is a major functional shift in the twentieth centuryÂ—was to train children
to become adept in recognizing, appreciating, and learning from fairy
tales. As a result of this schooling, the social function of the fairy tale

for children underwent two major changes that were pedagogical and
political. At the end of the nineteenth century the fairy tale was introduced
into the school curriculum and published in primers. This trend continued
and was reinforced in the twentieth century, so much so that children
were encouraged to act out and create fairy-tale plays. With the help of
teachers and librarians, the fairy tale became a staple of education throughout the west, and, of course, this led to the establishment of a canon of

"classical" fairy tales for children: Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood,
The Frog Prince, Jack and the Beanstalk, The Ugly Duckling, Beauty
and the Beast, Rumpelstiltskin, Sleeping Beauty, Bluebeard, Hansel and
Gretel, Rapunzel, etc. The full-scale introduction of the fairy tale into

schools, libraries, and households along with fairy-tale plays, radio productions, and fairy-tale cinematic animation (beginning in the 1930s) led
to a complementary production of theoretical works with a psychological

bent that established the "proper" age group (five to ten) for introducing
fairy tales to children and expounded on the spiritual and psychological
value of the tales (BÃ¼hler, Steiner). This development was in stark contrast

to the heated controversy about the fairy tale in the early part of the
nineteenth century, when educators and clergy tried to prevent the fairy
tale from entering the nursery.
Of course, there was still a residual distrust of the fairy tale: many
parents and educators believed and continue to believe the violence and
cruelty should be eliminated. For instance, the western military occu-

pational forces prohibited the publication of the Grimms' tales in 1945
for some time because it was believed that they contributed to the fascist
mentality and encouraged aggressiveness and amorality. In the United

States there is a general tendency to "clean up" or sanitize the classical
fairy tales so that children do not have nightmares or get weird ideas
(Hanks). It was, to a great extent, in opposition to the "puritan" censors
of fairy tales that Bruno Bettelheim wrote his significant study, The Uses
of Enchantment (1976), and though the sanitization of fairy tales for

children continues, Bettelheim's work has stimulated educators, psychologists, social workers, parents, and critics to explore the beneficial
aspects of all kinds of fairy tales. In fact, fairy tales are now widely used
in therapy, particularly with disturbed or abused children because they
enable a child to gain distance from trauma and deal with it on a symbolical
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level that enables the therapist to understand and work with the child.
While the "puritan" reaction to the fairy tale has ironically compelled
the general public to achieve a greater awareness of the social benefits

of fairy tales in therapeutic work with children, the politicization of the
fairy tale for children has produced some interesting experiments, particularly since the late 1960s. The major critique of the fairy tale as
institution has come from feminists, who have explored the sexist im-

plications mainly of the classical tales (Zipes, Don't Bet on the Prince).
The result has been a remarkable production of non-sexist fairy tales for

children and adults as well as theoretical works. Not only have individual
authors such as Anne Sexton, Angela Carter, Jay Williams, Jane Yolen,
and Tanith Lee created innovative tales for children and adults, but there

have been collective enterprises in Italy, England, Ireland, and the United
States.

Along with the feminist tales, there has been a strong resurgence of
the socialist or emancipatory fairy tale for children. Particularly in West
Germany, writers such as Friedrich Waechter, Janosch, Christine NÃ¶stlinger, and Michael Ende have incorporated a broad socialist critique in

their tales. Some writers like Philippe Andrevon (France) and Michael
de Larrabeiti (England) have written fairy-tale novels to develop ecolog-

ical and social critiques of their respective societies in France and England.
Finally, there have been a few endeavors to "Christianize" the classical
fairy tales in order to employ them for evangelical purposes.
In keeping with a general trend in the 1970s and 1980s toward fantasy,
escapism, narcissism, and subjectivity, the fairy tale for adults has been
used in numerous ways. The politicization of the tale continues mainly
along feminist lines, but in the more serious work that has been produced

for adults, there is a certain pessimism and cynicism that one does not
find in the fairy tales for children. Like the romantic writers, the contemporary writers of fairy tales for adults either create tragic endings or
endings that are open ended and intended to provoke the reader (Robert
Coover, Tanith Lee, Angela Carter, Donald Barthelme). Obviously, the
overall statement against the happy end is conceived to explode the illusion
that all's well that goes well in society, that happy endings are possible

in reality. This is not to say that the writers of innovative fairy tales have
abandoned the Utopian project of the genre itself. On the contrary, they
refuse to subscribe to easily contrived happy endings to make readers

wonder and compel them to consider why "happiness" is unachievable.
Of course, there are numerous fairy-tale works for adults that are

blissfully serene and depict intact worlds that need no changing. Or there
are placid revisions or patchwork reproductions of classical fairy tales
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that are meant to provide amusement and/or divertissement for readers
and viewers. For instance, there has been a great commercialization of

the fairy tale since the 1950s. In all forms and shapes, the classical fairy
tales continue to be money-makers and thrive on basic sexist messages
and conservative notions of social behavior. While the production of
classical fairy-tale books continues to be a profitable enterpriseÂ—and
publishers are often indiscriminate as long as the fairy tales show a profit-

even more money is generated through fairy-tale films, plays, and telecasts.

The theatrical and cinematic use of the fairy tale is extremely significant
since western society has become more oriented toward viewing fairy
tales as films, plays, and pictures rather than reading them. Here two
fairy-tale productions might serve to illustrate a shift in function that is
still in process. The 1987 Broadway production of Into the Park, an
amusing and trite collage of various fairy-tale motifs and characters, is

typical of one aspect of the shift in function. It plays eclectically with
all sorts of fairy-tale motifs and characters in conventional Broadway
musical style only to arrive at a stale happy end to "divert" audiences
from thinking critically or creatively about their lives. If it is true that
the fairy tale in the seventeenth century was not autonomous but bound
by the rules and regulations of courtly society and that it largely served

to represent courtly society to itself and to glorify the aristocracy, and if
it is true that the social and political development in the nineteenth century
set art free so that the fairy tale as a genre became autonomous on the
free market and in the public sphere, then it appears that there is a return,
at least in the theater and cinema, to the representative function of the

fairy tale. Of course, this time the society that is being represented is the
bourgeois welfare state or the capitalist consumer society. Here the fairy
tale, whether it be conscious or unconscious, represents the state's endeavors to reconcile divergent forces, to pacify the discontents, to show
how there are basically good agents within the bourgeois elite groups
vying for control of the state who are seeking the happiness of all groups,
especially the disenfranchised, who create the drama in real life and in
the fairy-tale productions.
The 1987/88 television series of Beauty and the Beast is a good example

of how the fairy tale as representation (and also legitimation) of elite
bourgeois interests functions. No matter which 30-minute sequel the

viewer watches, the basic plot of this remarkable television adaptation
of the classic tale follows the same lines: the young woman, Catherine,
who is from the upper classes but devotes her talents to serving as a legal

defender of the oppressed; and the Beast, Vincent, who represents the

The Changing Function of the Fairy Tale

27

homeless and outcasts in America, forced to live underground, always
unite because of some elective affinity to oppose crime and corruption

and clear the way for the moral forces (not necessarily the majority) to
triumph in America. Though the different sequels do expose the crimes

of the upper classes as well as the lower classes, the basic message is
that there can be a reconciliation of class struggle as mirrored in the

harmony between beauty and beast. Everyone's welfare is at stake. We
must join forces (obviously without changing the socio-economic basis
of society) to bring about the ultimate happiness which would be a welfare
state that operates without friction.
The cinematic and television productions of fairy tales all function to

represent a consensus of middle-class views, and most of these productions
are collective in nature. That is, the collaboration and agreement between
writer, producer, actor, technician, and distributor are necessary for the

final fairy-tale product. The director of each cinematic and TV fairy-tale
is ultimately responsible for shaping the final version, but he or she is
more dependent on the input of the various participants to create meaning
through consensus. It is obviously difficult to generalize about consensus

in any country, but it is characteristic of meaning shaped by consent and
consensus that it absorbs and blunts the sharp divergences. As Stuart Hall
has pointed out,
The critical point for us is that, in any theory which seeks to explain both
the monopoly of power and the diffusion of consent, the question of place
and role of ideology becomes absolutely pivotal. . . . One of the means
by which the powerful can continue to rule with consent and legitimacy
is, therefore, if the interests of a particular class or power bloc can be

aligned with or made equivalent to the general interests of the majority.
Once this system of equivalences has been achieved, the interests of the
minority and the will of the majority can be 'squared' because they can
both be represented as coinciding in the consensus, on which all sides
agree. The consensus is the medium, the regulator, by means of which

this necessary alignment (or equalization) between power and consent is
accomplished. But if the consensus of the majority can be so shaped that
it squares with the will of the powerful, then particular class interests can
be represented as identical with the consensus will of the people. This,
however, requires the shaping, the education and tutoring of consent. (8687)

Lost in the production of consent are strong minority viewpoints and
differences, contradictions that expose the consensus as tentative and
legitimatory, a consensus that maintains the status quo.

Despite the tendency by the film and television industry to use the fairy
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tale to induce a sense of happy end and ideological consent and to mute
its subversive potential for the benefit of commercial and hegemonic
interests of the ruling groups, the fairy tale as institution cannot be defined
one-dimensionally or totally exploited and administered by its most visible
producers. The users of the fairy tale today constitute its broadest meaning,
and I want to review the manifold ways that the fairy tale functions in
contemporary America to illustrate that the conventional production of
consensus through the fairy tale only serves as a paradigm against which
thousands of producers and receivers of fairy tale measure themselves by
making marks, marking themselves, inscribing themselves into a discourse that they intuitively know is a way to measure their mortality and
the meaning of their integrity not in compliance with the restraints and
constraints of a civilizing process that celebrates conformity above autonomy.
Consider this:

Thousands of parents buy and read fairy tales to their children during
the day and before the children go to bed in the evening.
Thousands of teachers and librarians read fairy tales to children and
stimulate children to write or tell their own fairy tales. In some cases,

fairy tales have become part of a school's curriculum. Certain schools,
like the Waldorf schools, have incorporated a particular philosophy (Ru-

dolf Steiner) with regard to the telling of fairy tales. Numerous schools
and libraries invite storytellers of all types and beliefs to come and tell
and/or read fairy tales to children.
Children watch television and cinematic versions of fairy tales and then
play and create their own versions to enact their own family dramas or

ontological struggles. Or, they bring home the tales they have heard or
created in school and continue to play with them and improvise at home.

Therapists, social workers, psychiatrists rely on fairy tales to analyze
psychic problems of both children and adults, and they have devised
different methods of tale-telling to bring about revelations on the part of
their patients. Commensurate with new devices of tale-telling are new

methods of tale-listening, which is in itself an art.
Advertisers base many of their commercials on fairy-tale plots and
motifs. In fact, most commercials on television exploit the resources of

fairy tales to create a sense of wonder and induce viewers to believe that
there is something magical in the product they are offering. The product
= the fairy-tale gift that will change the viewer protagonist into a beautiful, wealthy, or powerful person, who will succeed.
Professional writers and artists create fairy-tale versions for the public
through which they make statements about themselves, society, and the
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fairy-tale tradition itself. Their products include classical remakes, innovative tales with ideological alternatives to the tales of consensus,
commercial products (pornography, advertisements, hackwork), novels,

poems, plays, cartoons, paintings, records, tapes, and films.
Professional storytellers, a growing profession, gather material from
literary fairy tales, and use this material in their oral performances. These
same storytellers also produce texts, records, tapes, and videos. There
has been a resurgence of interest in oral storytelling throughout the nation,
and the center has been the National Association for the Preservation and

Perpetuation of Storytelling (NAPPS) located in Jonesborough, Tennessee. NAPPS conducts workshops and organizes storytelling festivals,
aside from publishing a journal entitled The Storyteller.
Literary critics and professors have made a serious study out of the

literary fairy tale and publish their findings in books, essays, and articles
that appear in professional and popular journals. The approaches taken

are semiotic, structuralist, historical, Jungian, Freudian, Marxist, feminist, and philosophical, to name but a few. Courses on the fairy tale are
taught regularly at almost every university in the country, and the National
Endowment for the Humanities has sponsored special projects which
pertain to the literary fairy tale.
In short, the fairy tale has become totally institutionalized in our society,

part of the public sphere, with its own specific code and forms through
which we communicate about social and psychic phenomena. We initiate
children and expect them to learn the fairy-tale code as part of our
responsibility in the civilizing process. This code has its keywords and
keymarks, but it is not a static code. Its original impulse of hope for
better living conditions as it was formed in the oral tradition has not
vanished in the literary tradition, although many of the signs have been
manipulated in the name of a patriarchal and capitalist ideology. As long
as the fairy tale continues to awaken our wonderment and project counter

worlds to our present society where our yearnings and wishes may find
fulfillment, it will serve a meaningful social function not just for com-

pensation but for revelation: for the worlds projected by the best of our
fairy tales reveal the gaps between truth and falsehood in our immediate
society and provide us with comforting counsel about how we can insert
our selves cunningly into our daily struggles to turn the course of the
world's events in our favor.
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