2 Might Makes Right —
The Politics of Folk and
Fairy Tales

Politics and the fairy tale. Power struggles and magic. One is
tempted to ask what all those enchanting, lovable tales about
fairies, elves, giants, kings, queens, princes, princesses, dwarfs,
witches, peasants, soldiers, beasts and dragons have to do
with politics. One is tempted by the magic spell of the tales,
80 it would seem, to obliterate their real historical and social
basis and to abandon oneself to a wondrous realm where class
conflict does not exist and where harmony reigns supreme.
Yet, if we reread some of the tales with history in mind, and
if we reflect for a moment about the issues at stake, it
becomes apparent that these enchanting, lovable tales are
filled with all sorts of power struggles over kingdoms, rightful
rule, money, women, children and land, and that their real
‘enchantment’ emanates from these dramatic conflicts whose
resolutions allow us to glean the possibility of making the
world, that is, shaping the world in accord with our needs
and desires. In essence, the meaning of the fairy tales can
only be fully grasped if the magic spell of commodity
production is broken and if the politics and utopian impulse
of the narratives are related to the socio-historical forces
which distinguished them first as a pre-capitalist folk form
(Volksmadrchen) in an oral tradition and which then gave rise
in Germany at the end of the eighteenth century to a
bourgeois art form (Kunstmirchen) that has its own modern
literary tradition.

Since we lack an adequate history of the transitional
period between the folk and fairy tales, and since they have
had unique national and cultural developments, I want to
limit my discussion to the politics of the tales in Germany
during the eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries
with the intention of dispelling false notions about both
narrative forms. Needless to say, understanding the politics
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is not the only approach one can take to folk and fairy tales.
Yet, such a perspective is vital because of its double function:
it allows us to gain greater insight into the historical forces
which influenced the formation of these genres, and it
provides us with a basis to review theories of the folk and
fairy tale which have not considered their own premises in
terms of politics. The politics in the folk and fairy tales is
integrally tied to their reception in the ‘once upon a time
ago’ and in the here and now.

Heretofore, critics have not been concerned with
explaining the socio-political connection between the folk
and fairy tale. Most of the research has been conducted in
the area of the folk tale with heavy emphasis on anthropo-
logical, sociological, psychological, philological and literary
methods.! The anthropological and sociological studies
reveal divergent tendencies which often complement one
another: the so-called Finnish School, best exemplified in
America by the work of Stith Thompson,?2 seeks to recon-
struct the history of a tale by tracing, collecting and
categorizing all its variants; the receptionist-biographical
approach focuses largely on the specific input folk narrators
make in retelling the tales and how they are influenced by
their communities;?® the ethnological-comparative research
centres around isolating and examining national character-
istics in the tales by comparing variants of different
countries.* Psychological interpretations always depend on
the adherence to a particular discipline and school of
thought.® Obviously the Jungians and Freudians have been
among the most active in this field: Jungians have diagnosed
the patterns and figures of the tales in relation to the
archetypes of the collective unconscious, following Jung’s
lead in his famous essay ‘The Phenomenology of the Spirit
in the Fairy Tales’, while Freudians and neo-Freudians have
made exhaustive studies of the tales in connection with
sexual drives, dream symbolism and phases of sexual develop-
ment and maturation. The philological school has concen-
trated mainly on providing correct texts, documents and
thorough explications of the original tales. An offshoot
of the philological school is the formalist. Here the work of
Vladimir Propp in the 1920s has been most influential in that
he was the first to show the morphological patterns and
structures of the tales as though their genetic development
were bound by their own aesthetic laws.® Structuralists and
literary scholars have moved from this purely formalist
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