
Why  Fairy  Tales  Are  So
Dangerous
Dear Mr. Dawkins,

You’ve said lately that fairy tales are quite harmful. Your
reason  for  thinking  this  is  simple,  and  true:  you  told
attendees at the Cheltenham Science Festival, “I think it’s
rather pernicious to inculcate into a child a view of the
world which includes supernaturalism … Even fairy tales, the
ones we all love, with wizards or princesses turning into
frogs or whatever it was. There’s a very interesting reason
why a prince could not turn into a frog—it’s statistically too
improbable.”

But  shortly  after,  you  did  add  a  caveat  to  those
statements—you noted that you do not “condemn fairy tales. My
whole life has been given over to stimulating the imagination,
and in childhood years, fairy stories can do that.” But you
still wondered, understandably, if fairy tales “inculcate into
a child’s mind supernaturalism … that would be pernicious. The
question is whether fairy stories actually do that and I’m now
thinking they probably don’t.”

There are two reasons I think fairy tales are important, and I
wonder if you’d consider them—especially the first reason. I
don’t know if you’ll like the second reason—because I think it
could bring life to your worst fears.

The  first  reason  is  one  that  C.S.  Lewis  (I  know  you’re
probably not a fan of his, but bear with me) first posited. In
a longer essay on writing for children, he suggests that fairy
stories  present  important—and  very  real—courage  to  their
readers, through a metaphorical means:

… Since it is so likely that [children] will meet cruel
enemies, let them at least have heard of brave knights and
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heroic courage. Otherwise you are making their destiny not
brighter but darker. Nor do most of us find that violence and
bloodshed, in a story, produce any haunting dread in the
minds of children. As far as that goes, I side impenitently
with the human race against the modern reformer. Let there be
wicked kings and beheadings, battles and dungeons, giants and
dragons, and let villains be soundly killed at the end the
book. … It would be nice if no little boy in bed, hearing, or
thinking he hears, a sound, were ever at all frightened. But
if he is going to be frightened, I think it better that he
should think of giants and dragons than merely of burglars.
And I think St. George, or any bright champion in armour, is
a better comfort than the idea of the police.

Lewis saw a potent metaphorical force in the fairy tale: it
helped children battle the pains and frustrations of reality
through its images of valor and heroism. None of us ought to
read children news stories about serial killers and tragic
accidents. These things are too graphic and frightening for
their  young  minds.  But  by  reading  them  stories  of  evil
monsters,  and  by  telling  them  of  knights  and  heroes  who
bravely stood up to such monsters, they receive greater mental
and moral strength. When they grow older, they’ll have to
fight their own real-life villains and calamities. The fairy
tale’s metaphorical power gives real strength to them as they
grow.

Of course it’s statistically improbable that any child will
ever be required to carry a magic ring across a perilous land
ravaged by monsters, toward an evil, all-seeing eye and its
dark kingdom, in order to save all of humanity. But how many
of the children who read The Lord of the Rings will grow up to
fight injustice and oppression in its real forms? Might some
of them become doctors on the frontlines of fighting cancer,
teachers  willing  to  work  in  the  most  troubled  school
districts,  social  workers  eager  to  combat  corruption  and
manipulation in the foster care system?
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I can understand your objection to Santa Claus stories, when
portrayed as real: this is a mixing of fact with fantasy that
can be very disillusioning to some children. But Santa Claus
stories also have their benefits, it can’t be ignored—the
proper sorts of stories, ones that capture the spirit of the
real St. Nicholas, teach us generosity and kindness.

You could also note the observations of J.R.R. Tolkien, the
author  of  the  aforementioned  fantasy  trilogy,  one  of  the
greatest masters of fantasy fiction. In a fascinating essay on
fairy tales, he wrote the following:

Fantasy is a natural human activity. It certainly does not
destroy or even insult Reason; and it does not either blunt
the appetite for, nor obscure the perception of, scientific
verity. On the contrary. The keener and the clearer is the
reason, the better fantasy will it make. If men were ever in
a state in which they did not want to know or could not
perceive  truth  (facts  or  evidence),  then  Fantasy  would
languish until they were cured. If they ever get into that
state (it would not seem at all impossible), Fantasy will
perish, and become Morbid Delusion.

For creative Fantasy is founded upon the hard recognition
that things are so in the world as it appears under the sun;
on a recognition of fact, but not a slavery to it. So upon
logic was founded the nonsense that displays itself in the
tales and rhymes of Lewis Carroll. If men really could not
distinguish between frogs and men, fairy-stories about frog-
kings would not have arisen.

Fantasy can, of course, be carried to excess. It can be ill
done. It can be put to evil uses. It may even delude the
minds out of which it came. But of what human thing in this
fallen world is that not true? Men have conceived not only of
elves, but they have imagined gods, and worshipped them, even
worshipped those most deformed by their authors’ own evil.
But they have made false gods out of other materials: their
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notions, their banners, their monies; even their sciences and
their  social  and  economic  theories  have  demanded  human
sacrifice.

Interestingly, Tolkien’s argument suggests that even you, Mr.
Dawkins, could fall prey to fantasy of a sort: could it be
that you worship statistical probability to some excess, to a
degree that necessitates the disposal (or at least shackling)
of creative imagination?

Tolkien  goes  on,  suggesting  that  fantasy  actually
reinvigorates  us  to  the  real:

We should look at green again, and be startled anew (but not
blinded) by blue and yellow and red. We should meet the
centaur and the dragon, and then perhaps suddenly behold,
like the ancient shepherds, sheep, and dogs, and horses—and
wolves. This recovery fairy-stories help us to make. In that
sense  only  a  taste  for  them  may  make  us,  or  keep  us,
childish.

Recovery (which includes return and renewal of health) is a
re-gaining—regaining of a clear view. I do not say “seeing
things as they are” and involve myself with the philosophers,
though I might venture to say “seeing things as we are (or
were) meant to see them”—as things apart from ourselves. We
need, in any case, to clean our windows; so that the things
seen clearly may be freed from the drab blur of triteness or
familiarity—from possessiveness.

… And actually fairy-stories deal largely, or (the better
ones) mainly, with simple or fundamental things, untouched by
Fantasy,  but  these  simplicities  are  made  all  the  more
luminous by their setting. For the story-maker who allows
himself to be “free with” Nature can be her lover not her
slave. It was in fairy-stories that I first divined the
potency of the words, and the wonder of the things, such as
stone, and wood, and iron; tree and grass; house and fire;



bread and wine.

This  reminded  me  of  the  first  time  I  read  The  Phantom
Tollbooth as a child—I don’t know if you’ve read it, but I
almost think you’d like it. It’s about a boy named Milo, who’s
grown  bored  of  the  real  world.  He’s  tired  of  toys  and
trinkets. Then he finds a phantom tollbooth, and journeys
through it into a world in which numbers, letters, sounds and
shapes all have a synesthetic or anthropomorphized beauty.
Milo leaves this world—but its creative power returns home
with him. His toys will never be the same: they are re-
enchanted by the myth. The world of the Phantom Tollbooth
taught me to appreciate the beauty and pattern of numbers, the
texture and color of sounds, the depth and precision of words.
It showed me the interrelated fabric in nature, the way our
imaginations  can  connect  and  color  various  empirical
materials. Our world is full of enchanting metaphor, and fairy
tales  help  us  see  the  magic.  Lewis  notes  this  in  his
observations,  as  well:

Does anyone suppose that [a child] really and prosaically
longs  for  all  the  dangers  and  discomforts  of  a  fairy
tale?—really wants dragons in contemporary England? It is not
so. It would be much truer to say that fairy land arouses a
longing for he knows not what. It stirs and troubles him (to
his life-long enrichment) with the dim sense of something
beyond his reach and, far from dulling or emptying the actual
world, gives it a new dimension of depth. He does not despise
real  woods  because  he  has  read  of  enchanted  woods:  the
reading makes all real woods a little enchanted.

And this is the argument for fairy tales that I don’t think
you’ll like—because the more you appreciate the pattern and
beauty, the magic and charm of the empirical world, the less
likely  you  are  to  chalk  such  things  up  to  statistical
probabilities. When you see the wonder of nature and people,

http://astore.amazon.com/theimaginativeconservative-20/detail/0394820371
http://astore.amazon.com/theimaginativeconservative-20/detail/0394820371


the potency of words, the luminosity of our world, it’s very
hard to return to a merely statistical, empirical vision.
Things  do  become  enchanted  and  mysterious.  We  begin  to
consider visions and miracles.

These  things  are  very  dangerous,  so  I  can  understand  why
you’re  alarmed  by  them.  Perhaps  you’re  right—perhaps  it’s
better for us to just abandon the tales and fantasies. After
all, the more we dabble in “creating worlds,” the more likely
we are to consider whether our own world had a Creator. The
more we construct and tell stories, the more likely we are to
ponder the possibility of our own Storyteller.

So let’s throw out the fairy stories and fantasies, and stick
to  the  facts,  the  statistically  probable  realities.  Let’s
dispose of Harry Potter, and read our children Diary of a
Wimpy Kid. That’ll better equip them to face reality.

Sincerely,

Gracy Olmstead

—

This  article  was  republished  with  permission  from  The
Imaginative  Conservative.
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