
introduction

J erome Bruner identified two forms of human 
intelligence (Acts). On the one hand, he 

identified a “logico-scientific cognition” that 
enables rational intelligence powered by con
ceptual logic and a reflective, abstract 
memory of the lawful properties of objects. 
This is a knowledge of static, timeless facts 
and hard truths. But there is another form of 
human cognition that is lived and embodied, 
that extends through time and is directly 
experienced in the flow of life. This is what he 
named a “narrative cognition” of the way a 
human life experiences itself in the world, and 
the myriad possibilities for action, interaction, 
and growth set within a temporal and sequential 

order (Fantasia and Delafield-Butt). Narrative 
intelligence is akin to what child psychologist 
Margaret Donaldson named the “line mode” 
of cognition, extending experience in time to 
both generate and appropriate experience. 
This allows one to know what has come before 
and, therefore, what is likely to come in the 
future. Knowing “what is likely to come in 
the future” has an anticipatory function for 
action and engagement. For this reason, we 
call this “anticipatory knowledge.” As we will 
see, fairy tales feature with respect to anticipa
tory knowledge in myriad ways. One central 
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dimension of them is their narrative instabil
ity, what we call their “co-efficient of deterri
torialization,” following Deleuze and Guattari 
(where deterritorialization marks out how 
something, in this case a fairy tale, can move 
beyond its original “narrative territory” of, 
for example, heteronormativity by “deterritor
ializing” gender roles in the narrative). Taking 
due cognisance of this function of fairy tales 
and combining it with an account of human 
anticipatory knowledge offers an opportunity 
to understand how it is that fairy tales can 
not only reinforce existing norms and struc
tures, but also how they can open up new pos
sibilities for interpretation, being, and 
dwelling.

We have excelled as animals to evolve human 
cognitive tools of discriminative perception, 
memory, abstraction, and conceptual organiz
ation that enable us to consciously reflect on 
our direct experiences of living in the world 
(Delafield-Butt and Trevarthen, “Infant”). 
This living is always carried out through time, 
and through these experiences that extend in 
time one generates stories, or narratives. 
These hold a characteristic four-part structure 
that (i) begin a new episode, (ii) develop as 
the experience unfolds, building in their 
drama over its development until (iii) a 
maximal point of tension or excitation is 
reached in its climax; at which point (iv) the 
story resolves itself to a quiet state again 
(Bruner, “Life”; see also Delafield-Butt). We 
now know narrative intelligence to be funda
mental to human cognition from the very 
beginning of life (Delafield-Butt and Tre
varthen, “Ontogenesis”). It shapes our experi
ence of the world, structuring memories and 
knowledge of our affordance for action and 
interaction in it, and it enables these stories to 
be shared between individuals to generate and 
propagate culture and community (Delafield- 
Butt; see also Frank and Trevarthen 261– 
303). We structure our lives in unfolding narra
tives that are informed by the narratives that we 
have experienced before, and they become inte
grated into the narratives we share with each 
other at home, with friends, and in the class
room (Delafield-Butt and Adie 14).

Fairy tales form an important part of the 
tapestry of stories that make up one’s narrative 
intelligence. Their characters and events do not 
only speak to literal truths about the unfolding 
of events, but to their deeper emotive logic, the 
logic of how the people, animals, objects, and 
actions influence and sway, manipulate, inter
mingle, and change each other. Fundamental 
to this intelligence created by fairy tales, as 
with all narrative, is its power to elucidate the 
role of agency and motive in the complex 
effects of action and interaction, and the 
effects on the characters in play. The meanings 
of narrative in fairy tales are set against a back
drop of how power and agency affect the life 
chances, and choices, of the individuals within 
it. Do those actions support and enable one’s 
life? Or do they thwart and diminish it? When 
it comes to the retelling of tales in educational 
settings, by virtue of their coefficient of deterri
torialization, the possibilities for the harnessing 
of life-enhancing aspects at work in the tales can 
be opened up, contributing to the development 
of a healthier human subjectivity.

Fairy tales, which is a multifarious categoriz
ation, but one that bears reference in some form 
to the “folk,” are encountered by subjects in a 
variety of settings, including pedagogic, group 
storytelling, in individual reading, and in film. 
There are also fairy tale dimensions in a variety 
of different literatures and medias (including, 
for example, advertising). The participatory act 
of reading, as with attentive listening or watching, 
creates what has been called a “flow state” of 
mental activity powerful for human well-being 
(Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi 186–218). 
Reading, listening, and watching are active 
methods of participation in a story that integrates 
it with the whole person – mind and body – in a 
present, situated moment, and broadens without 
effort an agent’s knowledge of their ability to 
cope with trials and tribulations. Such experiences 
can generate imaginative narrative journeys for 
readers and listeners where the aspects of the 
stories encountered serve as the ingredients for 
the genesis of new and possible understandings 
of self and world, its people, and its objects (cf. 
Bernini, “Supersizing” 349–66; “Narrative” 
233–51).
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some fairy tale contexts

Writing of Scottish traditional literatures, Dun
nigan and Gilbert note the subject’s multifar
iousness, composed as it is of multiple modes 
and forms. These include folk narrative, 
poetry and song; folk drama and language or 
“folksay,” and within these groupings can be 
found “ballads, folktales, and songs, jests, 
riddles, jokes and other types of oral material; 
wonder tales, heroic stories, fables, Jack tales”; 
lullabies, laments, chants and work-songs (Dun
nigan and Gilbert 1). To make the point that any 
discussion of Scottish traditional literature – 
and, by extension, traditional literatures across 
times and places – will include both historical 
and cross-cultural hybridity, Dunnigan and 
Gilbert invoke the case of the fairy abduction 
and rape narrative of “Tam Lin” which exists 
in at least three casts: as an “obscure sixteenth- 
century Scots allegory (‘the tayl of the yong 
tamlene’), as a ballad communicated by Robert 
Burns to James Johnson, compiler of the Scots 
Musical Museum and as a song recorded by 
the 1960s English folk rock band, Fairport Con
vention” (Dunnigan and Gilbert 1): 

He led her by the milk-white hand,
And by the grass-green sleave,
He brought her to the fairy ground,
And took her without her leave.1

(“Tam Lin,” qtd. in Crossley-Holland 240)

The anticipatory dimension of such narratives, 
which would include versions of “Red Riding 
Hood” tales, points to dangers associated with 
forms of toxic masculinity. Categories like 
“oral tradition,” taken to refer to that which 
is passed on by word of mouth, and “litera
ture,” when that is taken to refer to what has 
been written down and/or printed, are nebu
lous, perhaps as nebulous as the category of 
“the folk” itself. The word “folk” has German 
roots, coming from “volk”: in Europe, the 
term has varied shades of meaning depending 
on context, and outside the West it has colonial 
and class-based resonances. Despite its 
assumed oral character, folk narrative “cannot 
be isolated from the literary, whether at point 

of origin, or the point of capture/collection” 
(Bold’s contribution to Lyle et al.). Folk narra
tive, which was later termed “verbal art” to 
capture the range of cultural expression 
brought together under this heading, was one 
of the first areas that folklorists collected in 
and studied systematically (Bendix and 
Hasan-Rokem, “Introduction to Part I” 10). 
This early phase of folkloristics was linked to 
nation building and evidenced the archival pre
occupation with the sorting and arranging of 
the materials that had been collected. After 
the collation and publication of a large 
amount of these materials the emphasis 
shifted to theoretical concerns over their classi
fication, origin, and distribution. At this point, 
concerns with the communities and individuals 
who were engaged in the narration and trans
mission of these materials became, for the 
most part, ignored (10).

Scholars generally subdivide folk narratives 
into three principal forms: myth, legend, and 
folk tale, all of which can feature in anticipatory 
knowledge. Folk narrative is a wide and inclu
sive category of stories that have survived for 
significant periods of time in popular tradition 
by being passed on from storyteller to storytell
er across cultures, communities, and gener
ations; they are not necessarily ancient, nor 
must they be originally or exclusively oral 
(Teverson 12–15). In addition to stories, the 
term “folklore” itself takes in everything from 
“festivals, masks, lullabies, crafts” and much 
more besides. There is not a single unambigu
ous way to define what folklore and its study 
(folkloristics) is. Both subject and its study 
are multi-layered and complex (Bendix and 
Hasan-Rokem, “Introduction” 1–2). This 
description just goes to show the vast nature 
of the cultural reserves available to draw upon 
in anticipatory narratives.

Folkloristics has always borne an essential 
relationship to politics, whether of groups 
and/or of states and the rise of the concept of 
folklore and of its study in the West was tied 
to the democratization and industrialization of 
modernity (Bendix and Hasen-Rokem, “Intro
duction” 2). The traditional was rejected and 
progress was lauded, and the documentation 
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and preservation of folklore began to flourish as 
“testimony to a given society’s recognition of its 
movement forward” (2). The German thinker, 
Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744–1803), 
argued that recovering an ancient national heri
tage was a precondition to the establishment of 
a sound notion of a German nation.2 Herder 
was influenced by British publications such as 
Thomas Percy’s Reliques of Ancient English 
Poetry (1765), and other intellectuals associated 
with the German Nationalist movement, 
including Friedrich Schlegel and Ludwig 
Tieck who were reinterpreting folk songs as a 
fragmented remainder of the natural poetry 
(naturepoesie) of ancient peoples and nations. 
Their contemporary sources, the “folk,” were 
constructed as “guardians of an ancestral heri
tage” (Teverson 87). At the same time as 
these German intellectuals were engaging in 
this project the British poets Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, William Wordsworth, and Charles 
Lamb were beginning to challenge the 
primary importance of instructional literature 
for children in favour of an imaginative litera
ture that, without an explicit moral message, 
would be more able to open children’s minds 
to “higher truths” (Teverson 86). Coleridge’s 
view was that reading fairy tales and romances 
in childhood would instil a love of “the 
Great” and “the Whole” in young minds.3

The process that saw folk tales and folk songs 
transformed into material for children is an 
interesting and complex one, but the role of 
the children’s market in sustaining the dissemi
nation and preservation of material that may 
not otherwise have seen the light of day was 
crucial. In folk music, for example, in the twen
tieth century many of the recordings that Folk
ways Records4 produced weren’t financially 
viable and were supported by the sales of chil
dren’s music as well as by educational record
ings marketed for parents, schools, teachers, 
and libraries. Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, 
Lead Belly, and Suni Paz were amongst the 
artists who recorded music for children on 
Folkways.5 The process that saw fairy tales 
become material for children’s consumption 
was part of a larger historic-cultural process 
that reshaped the ideology of childhood itself 

and that involved a move away from a con
ception of children being born bearing the 
burden of original sin and toward a conception 
of them as Lockean tabula rasae, “blank 
slates,” to be written upon by the adult agents 
of the culture. There was a growing interest in 
the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
in both the nature of childhood and in edu
cational pedagogy, and by the mid to late nine
teenth century children (through their parents) 
represented a new market for the publishing 
industry (Levy and Mendlesohn 32–33). In 
the twentieth century this was to become true 
for the music industry too.

During this historic-cultural development, 
there was a realization that fairy tales could 
become purveyors of moral guidance with 
emphasis on obedience and passivity.6 As we 
argue, this is an antithesis of the deterritorializ
ing function of fairy tales and would serve only 
to reterritorialize existing cultural mores. This 
was the time of writers and censors like 
Thomas Bowdler (1754–1825), author of a 
Family Shakespeare (1807), Shakespeare with 
all the obscenities removed, and Sarah 
Trimmer (1741–1810), author of Fabulous His
tories (1786). Trimmer only had time for fairy 
tales if they avoided violence and promoted 
Christian morals. The instrumentalization of 
fairy tales and fantasy, and the development 
of this culture industry during the early stages 
of capitalism in the nineteenth century, can 
be read as part of the general “increase in the 
regulation of daily life” (Zipes, Breaking 17– 
18), of which disciplined schooling and refash
ioned, moralizing fairy tales were part. Victor
ian writers, such as George MacDonald and 
Oscar Wilde, put the “finishing touches on 
the fairy-tale genre at a time when nation 
states were assuming their modern form and 
cultivating particular forms of literature as 
commensurate expressions of national cul
tures” (Zipes, Fairy Tale as Myth 12). 
Revised, moralizing tales, it was held, would 
contribute to the moral health and well-being 
of children in these new nations.7 Although 
fairy tales had, by this time, become acceptable 
stories for children, the process by which such 
stories became “children’s stories” was not yet 
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complete. Literary fairy tales were initially 
written for adults in order to reinforce 
civilité, but they were so symbolically rich 
that they could be read on multiple levels 
which, in turn, rendered them somewhat 
dangerous and hard to control both as a genre 
and in their effects. As Zipes puts it, “social be
haviour could not be totally dictated, pre
scribed, and controlled through the fairy tale, 
and there were subversive features in language 
and theme” (Fairy Tale as Myth 14). As we 
will suggest, this resistance to control speaks 
of the genre’s coefficient of deterritorialization, 
and it is this that accounts for their potential 
deployment in the genesis of anticipatory 
knowledge geared up toward the development 
of healthy subjectivities.

approaches to fairy tales

Two approaches, the psychoanalytical and the 
socio-historical, have dominated critical discus
sion of fairy tales (Teverson 109). Neither 
approach is unified, nor do they propose a 
single interpretative method. Yet both 
approaches construct a central proposition 
about fairy tales that has shaped critical and 
creative responses to the genre. The starting 
point for many, if not all, theories concerning 
the psychological meaning and value of fairy 
tales is that the tales are “symbolic expressions 
of the human mind and emotional experience” 
(Haase 491). In this view, the plots and motifs 
that make up fairy tales do not necessarily rep
resent socio-historic reality but rather operate 
as symbols of “inner experience that provide 
insight into human behaviour” (491). A psycho
logical approach to fairy tales therefore involves 
symbolic interpretation.

The psychoanalytic diagnostic approach to 
fairy tales uses them to illustrate psychological 
theories, while the folkloristic and literary 
approaches use psychological theories to illumi
nate the tales themselves. Psychoanalytic 
approaches to fairy tales propose that the tales 
contain latent content, a system of meanings 
deriving from the unconscious that constitute 
what the tale “really means,” and that operate 
beneath the overt, explicit manifest content of 

the tale. Interpretation, much like psychoanaly
sis enacted by an analyst with a patient, can 
uncover the latent desires and anxieties hidden 
in fairy tales common to all subjects, especially 
in childhood growth and human development.

Socio-historic approaches propose that fairy 
tales are deeply implicated in the socio-political 
belief systems of the societies that have pro
duced and mediated them. The tales express 
such belief systems in both covert and overt 
ways. After the collation and publication of a 
large amount of folk narratives, which, as 
noted, was one of the first areas that folklorists 
studied systematically, the emphasis shifted 
toward theoretical concerns over “classification, 
origin and distribution.” Psychoanalytic 
approaches to fairy tales originated with 
Sigmund Freud, were developed in new ways 
by Carl Gustav Jung, and were popularized in 
their Freudian form by Bruno Bettelheim, 
while socio-historic and Marxist approaches 
are associated with figures like Lutz Röhrich, 
Ernst Bloch, and Jack Zipes. Early psychoana
lytical approaches to fairy tales emphasized 
their relationship to supposed general and 
“unchanging verities of the inner life.” Socio- 
historical readings emphasized the lack of his
torical perspective involved in such psychoana
lytical approaches while also noting their 
disregard for textual specificities (Teverson 
110; see also Darnton 10–15). More recently, 
scholars such as Jack Zipes, Alan Dundes, 
and Maria Tatar, building on the early break
through work of Sandra Gilbert and Susan 
Gubar, have developed a psycho-historical 
approach that is now well represented in con
temporary fairy tale studies (Zipes, Happily; 
Dundes; Tatar; Gilbert and Gubar). By combin
ing cognition and context our account of antici
patory knowledge relates to this psycho- 
historical school of interpretation.

our argument

What we would like to do is to combine some 
insights from both approaches while injecting 
some insights from both the fields of psychol
ogy and phenomenology. In this move, we 
would stress an approach to the human 
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“mind” in terms of its situatedness within a 
social world that is woven thick in narrative. 
We take over the concern with well-being 
associated with the psychological and psycho
analytic approaches and we take over the 
socio-historic concern with our embeddedness 
in history and culture, and we re-think both 
approaches in terms of what we can call the 
“anticipatory narrative function” of fairy tales.

Consider the well-known picture book 
Where the Wild Things Are by Maurice 
Sendak (1963). Although not originating in 
folk narrative this text does share some features 
with tales that did, not least its imagined land
scape where the wild things are, a “perilous 
realm” or Faërie, as Tolkien would have it, 
that too has reached a status shared by many 
tales of entering the wider culture beyond the 
text. Readers of this book, encountering the 
protagonist Max’s naughtiness, recognize their 
“own experiences of naughtiness and the 
emotions that go with it” and they realize that 
“others have experienced these emotions too.” 
As a result, learning occurs “about the 
reader’s place in the world [and] about human 
experience” in general (Smith and Ellis 142). 
Perhaps most importantly for infants who have 
this book (and books like it) read to them (and 
later, read them for themselves), the very begin
nings of empathy is stirred in them. The pres
ence of incipient empathy signals the 
beginning and development of emotional intelli
gence, which is crucial for both individual and 
social well-being: empathetic individuals can 
understand the “motivation and emotions of 
others” (Smith and Ellis 143).

The impact of these considerations concern
ing fiction, folk and fairy tales, and storytelling 
more generally on human life over the course of 
human evolution is significant when connected 
to our account of “anticipatory knowledge,” as 
a resource to be deployed in contemporary set
tings in order to aid the development of knowl
edge about human nature, especially about its 
growth and development across childhood. It 
has long been recognized that fairy tales con
tribute to the health and well-being of children: 
they show children that there are alternative 
ways to be and to think (Smith and Ellis 

144). They do this for adult readers too, in 
ways that are potentially as old as language 
itself. What we are calling “anticipatory knowl
edge” seeks to draw out aspects of the “cogni
tive load” that is specifically stored in fairy 
tales. Seen in this way, fairy tales tell of the 
developmental processes to come in a child’s 
life and allow for an understanding of that, 
enabling preparation in anticipation of them. 
This affords the individual the knowledge and 
foresight needed to anticipate these changes 
in personal growth and can aid in the develop
ment of individual well-being and flourishing.

Critical to these changes are growth in 
relationships and the need to navigate its 
increasing complexity over childhood and ado
lescence that establish a lifelong knowledge and 
skills as social intelligence. For Zipes, fairy tales 
are predicated on such human dispositions to 
social action. Individuals’ actions attempt to 
transform the social and natural world to 
make them more adapted to our needs. Simul
taneously, through such actions human beings 
make themselves “fit for the world” (Zipes, 
Fairy Tales ix–x). Social action in fairy tales 
is dependent on language, itself as a mode of 
action. Language is “a way of doing things 
with words” (Bogue 111). Zipes suggests that 
the shift from oral storytelling to the literary 
tradition was “violent” and involved a “viola
tion” of the rhetorical text of oral tales. This 
violent appropriation was necessary, on his 
reading, to the very establishment of the “bour
geoisie because it concerned the control of 
desire and imagination within the symbolical 
order of western culture” (Zipes, Fairy Tale 
as Myth 12–13). Yet, Zipes argues that there 
has always been a potential instability at the 
heart of the literary fairy tale (and, indeed, of 
the civilizing process itself), that today 
enables the multiple retellings of tales that 
revise and retell them to “create something 
new that incorporates the critical and creative 
thinking of the producer and corresponds to 
changed demands and tastes of audiences” 
(9). We might say, to invoke Deleuze and Guat
tari, that the instability in fairy tales that Zipes 
rightly identifies marks their peculiar power of 
deterritorialization and reterritorialization and 
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it is this fact that points toward an emancipa
tory and anticipatory possibility for their retell
ing. Retellings open a multitude of possible 
alternative ways of being and thinking for 
reader, viewers, and hearers. If one of 
language’s primary functions is to transmit 
and enforce social order, then it does so by 
organizing and coding the world.

On Deleuze and Guattari’s analysis, every 
language presupposes two strata of power 
relations. These are the “collective assemblage 
of enunciation” (Deleuze and Guattari 93), 
which is the discursive order, and the “machi
nic assemblage of bodies” (97), which is the 
order of the non-discursive in general. Impor
tantly, language effects “incorporeal transform
ations” of bodies in statements such as, 
suggestively, “‘You are no longer a child’” 
(89). Incorporeal transformations such as this 
are immediate: utterance and effect are simul
taneous. Both assemblages involve regulated 
and patterned social acts that shape words and 
things and both assemblages interact “as 
words intervene in things by producing incor
poreal transformations” (Bogue 111).

In language use human beings can engage in 
variation, interaction, negotiation, and con
testation. We can shape our utterances and 
invent meanings, but we can also restrict vari
ation and enforce “distinctions of class, privi
lege, sophistication, gender and social role” 
(Bogue 111). Variation, interaction, nego
tiation, and contestation will be accomplished 
in fairy tales by way of what Warner has 
called their narrative grammar (forests and 
towers, glass and slippers, apples and mirrors, 
damsels and witches). In general, restriction 
and reinforcement of norms and values is 
accomplished through our institutions and 
such narrative grammars, through our school 
systems, professions, legal systems, and so on. 
When the users of a language subvert it, 
through non-standard deployments, pronuncia
tions, or syntactic structures, they “deterrito
rialize” it. Such deterritorialization can 
contribute to the health and well-being of chil
dren precisely because it can open up a space of 
existential and anticipatory novelty by pointing 
to possible ways in which things might be 

different. While “reterritorialization” of 
language occurs by reinforcing its norms and 
conventions, deterritorialization detaches a 
language or narrative grammar from its 
“clearly delineated, regularly gridded territory 
of conventions, codes, labels and markers” 
(Bogue 111–12).

conclusion

Fairy tales are often magical, fantastical, and 
they don’t always seem to have a direct 
bearing to reality. There are elements of the 
unknown, of the mysterious within their narra
tives, and this fits nicely with the emphasis on 
growth and development in modern psychologi
cal parlance precisely because it preserves the 
existential space, if we can put it that way, 
into which an agent must adventure to grow 
and to understand themselves better, even if 
never fully. Fairy tales help one to cope with 
one’s own developmental trajectory and 
provide a set of criteria to judge by to know 
when it is going well and right, and when it is 
perhaps going a little bit awry. 
As such, fairy tales retain the 
possibility to encourage confi
dence in life’s challenges, for 
healthy development and 
flourishing.
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notes

1 The version of “Tam Lin” quoted here is pub

lished in the 2018 re-print of Crossley-Holland’s 

1987 collection. His retelling of the tale was 

based on the version included in Minstrelsy of the 

Scottish Border by Sir Walter Scott (1802–03) 

which itself, according to Crossley-Holland, was 

collated from “several printed versions and oral 

recitations” collected by Scott himself (Crossley- 

Holland 342). As he says, it contains familiar 

motifs, (summoning a spirit by breaking a branch, 

the fairy ride and rescue from Fairyland, and the 

malevolence of the Fairy Queen) but it also 
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shares – in this version at least – echoes of the 

ballads produced in the Appalachian mountains 

(“milk-white hand”: “lily-white hands”), many of 

which were based on Francis Child’s collection 

(Ritchie and Orr 186), of which “Tam Lin” is 

number 39.

2 See Teverson for a discussion.

3 See Teverson 86 for the reference to Coleridge.

4 Founded by Moses Asch in 1948 and which 

became part of the Smithsonian Institution in 

1987.

5 See Seeger for a discussion.

6 On this point, see Levy and Mendlesohn 35.

7 Later still, Disneyfied versions, which more 

often than not present heteronormative “stereo

typed gender roles, the supremacy of cleanliness 

and housework, [and] unproblematic ‘happy- 

ever-after through marriage’ endings” would be 

promoted by this culture industry (Smith 144). 

Even when they try to present positive role 

models that respond to feminist critiques, such 

as in Disney’s retelling of Rapunzel Tangled 

(2010), they often inadvertently reproduce 

ideological tropes by, in this case, upholding 

teenage rebellion while casting “blame on 

older female authority figures” through 

the ironic song “Mother Knows Best” (Warner 

142).
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