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The Spinster’s Tales: Women Storytellers
and the Possibility of Political Philosophy

I. Hannah Arendt and the Philosophy of
Politics

In The Promise of Politics Hannah Arendt claims two
ideas that come to define her notion of politics. First, she
takes up the idea that following the trial of Socrates, Plato,
who remains as the cornerstone of western traditional thought,
mistrusts politics and establishes the philosopher king, so
that philosophers, as the rulers of everyone else, would be free
from political schemes that could undermine the philosopher’s
freedom to think.! Using Plato’s allegory of the cave, Arendt
claims that philosophers have no words to describe their
experiences, because their experiences do not correlate to the
common sense of man. Politics, by comparison, requires this
very thing that philosophy lacks, the ability to express oneself
In common sense terms, and as a consequence philosophy lives
at odds with politics. For Arendt this prejudice against politics
from philosophers permeates every philosopher’s political
structure after Plato and it comes to a finalization in Marx who
famously argues that “philosophers only interpret the world, but
the point is to change it.”?

Secondly, Arendt asserts that: “If philosophers... were
ever to arrive at a true political philosophy, they would have
to make the plurality of man...the object of their thaumadzein
(wonder). Biblically speaking, they would have to accept....that
God did not create Man, but ‘male and female created He them”
. This thought comes as a reflection upon Tocqueville’s remark

1 Promise of Politics pg 35-37
2 Ibid pg. 38"
3 Ibid pg.38-39
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that, “as the past has ceased to throw its light upon the future,
the mind of man wanders in obscurity”, which Arendt attributes
to the reality that politics and philosophy have both suffered
the same fate of irrelevancy and now require a fundamental
reformulation.*

For Arendt this reformulation requires both the ability of
the philosopher to think about future possibilities, but also the
skill of the politician to speak to others. The allegory of the cave
is not just a story about philosophers and how they are unable to
speak the language of common sense to others; it is also a story
about how people can never do anything meaningful without
finding a language that can be shared with the philosopher,
the one who is consumed with wonder. Hence the solution of
a true political philosophy depends not only on the plurality of
humanity as the object of thought for the philosopher, but also
a language of common sense that relates to the philosopher’s
experiences. Moreover, the plurality cannot simply be thought
of as a plurality of male individuals, for that would not be
sufficient enough of a realization, instead it also requires the
ability to speak of women’s experiences.

II. Feminism and the Political History of
Fairy Tales

This relationship between speech and plurality is
interesting in light of the historical shift of women in politics
in the last century. When political philosophy has been written
about women it has almost always assumed the presence of
this very same relationship that Arendt describes between the
philosopher and the politician. Maria Wollstonecraft writes
for instance that: “The private or public virtue of woman is
very problematical, for Rousseau, and a numerous list of male

4 Ibid pg 38
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writers, insist that she should all her life be subjected to a
severe restraint, that of propriety.”” The history of oppression
against women is well-known and most societies that have ever
existed have assumed the submission of women as the defining
characteristic of their most basic political structures. Speech on
the other hand has not always had this same existence for women,
particularly in their public influence on communities. Plato for
Instance attributes Socrates great wisdom as the product of
instruction from Diotima who also instructed him about love.
Even the Socratic Method, the ability to puzzle people with a
riddle in order to investigate a deeper meaning, began with the
oracle at Delphi, who puzzled Socrates by claiming he was the
wisest man.

The uses of speech for public influence are even deeper
when one considers the origin of the fairy tale. Marina Warner
in her essay “The Old Wives’ Tale”, helps bring out three
important characteristics of the origin of the fairy tale, which
1lluminates how women, despite their lack of public authority,
have nevertheless used speech for public influence. First,
Warner traces the origin of the tales to women telling stories
to audiences in order to distract the listener from their grief.
The earliest examples of this appearing commonly in society
are the stories of women coming down to the ports in Ancient
Greece to comfort the child sacrifices to the Minotaur, but it also
applies to Charite hearing the tale of Psyche before she goes
on to marry Cupid, and it is the same reason the 1001 Arabian
Nights are told. Secondly, Warner shows that the etymology of
the phrase “fairy tale” is particularly feminine in nature. It is
derived from the feminine “fata” (fate) which has its origin in the
spoken directives of the Gods, particularly that which is declared
by the Gods. The Fates, which are also women, have a woolen

5  Of the Pernicious Effects that Arise from the Unnatural
Distinctions Established in Society pg. 17
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thread on a distaff that represents the past, present, and the
future. The past, which has already been woven, is in the act of
spinning the present, which takes place as the future is altered
by the spinner’s fingers. Thus Warner says, “These classical
Fates metamorphose into the fairies of the stories, where they
continue their fateful and prophetic roles....[fairy tales] act to
caution listeners, as well as light their path to the future”.

Finally, Warner marries these two concepts together to
show that fairy tales were crafted mainly by speakers in front
of an audience of listeners, who were engaged in some repetitive
task. These tasks made use of the repetition of the fairy tale
style, but they also affected the way in which the tale was
produced altering plot lines and even outcomes of the original
tale. Warner believes that the image of weaving is important
for the sake of the spinster, the lady that travels from task to
task, many times between town and town, and who is able to
incorporate the activity with the story. Warner uses the example
of the rhythm of cracking of walnuts with stones and the process
of pickling under the particular repetition of certain tales to
1llustrate this component. The spinster is able to distract people
from their mundane activities by casting future possibilities into
the world, and by giving people advice through stories. Hence
the fairy tale makes use of the plurality of the audience by the
action in which they are engaged to create speech.

It is in the corners of society, after the children have
gone off to bed, away from the center of the pulpit, which strictly
forbids the telling of old wive’s tales, and among fellow spinsters
that these tales are spun. The nurses, who hear them, pass
them on to the children they are watching and the craftsmen and
workers who have heard them from their childhood retell them
accordingly. Lynn Wilkinson recognizes that Arendt makes this
same connection between storytelling and the city as she says,

6 The Classic Fairy Tales pg. 310
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“Arendt argues that storytelling plays a key role in the life of
the polis: while storytelling brings into focus the meaning of an
individual life, it also creates a public world of shared narratives
that survives the death of individual members.”” It is the concept
of this particular transcendence that Arendt says is key to
creating a new type of politics, a completely original possibility
void of prior influence as she says in The Human Condition, “If
action as beginning corresponds to the fact of birth, if it is the
actualization of the human condition of natality, then speech
corresponds to the fact of distinctness and is the actualization of
human plurality, that is, of living as a distinct and unique being
among equals.”®

The image of the spinster as the weaver between past and
future to create a present reality is also of central importance
to understanding the influence of political activity within a
narrator. Distracting listeners from their grief is only possible
by illuminating future possibilities. Like the fates, who hold the
possibility of the future in their hands, the present is brought
forth not by resisting the past but by using it to pull the future
together into the present. This alteration of both the present and
future through the use of the past is what keeps the spinster
from wandering in obscurity and spinning a bunch of nonsense,
which is the key concern for Arendt’s political philosophy, since
she believes that the irrelevancy of politics and philosophy comes
from this very problem.

It is not until the invention of the printing press that
this political activity is taken away from women and begins to
be dominated by males. Author Jack Zipes expresses this idea
in his book Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion, “the literary
fairy tale became the talk of literary salons, or what had been

7 “Hannah Arendt on Isak Dinesen: Between Storytelling and Theory” pg. 78
8 The Human Condition pg. 178
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the talk in these salons, now came to print.” Zipes traces this
writing to Giovanni Francesco Straparola as the Italian writer
who first began to write fairy tales down. As a person living
in the port city of Venice at the height of the Renaissance,
Straparola was able to garner a fair amount of diverse tales into
one particular collection. Unlike the spinster, who has an active
audience before her, writing no longer incorporates activity
with individual narrative, the author can now remain hidden
from their audience, and as a consequence the writing of these
tales reflects that individual narrative. Straparola’s writings,
for instance, reflect the nomadic tendencies of individuals at the
time of his writing, as Zipes notes, “Straparola begins most of his
tales in small towns or cities in Italy and sends his protagonists
off to other countries and realms and , of course, into woods or
onto the sea.” ' But one important factor about Straparola
that changes with the French writers is his anonymity. In fact
Straparola, which means “loquacious one” in Italian, may have
been a pen name. Furthermore, given the relative illeteracy of
many people during Straparola’s time, there is a good chance
that the tradition of being propped around a storyteller while
one read aloud was still the custom for those who heard his tales.

Charles Perrault, who attributes his tales to having heard
them from his nurse maids and who comes chronologically after
Straparola, includes morals at the end of his tales. Moreover, his
tales mark the clear sign that old wive’s tales are now becoming
the property of men. His version, for instance, of Bluebeard"
shows a female protagonist of upper social status, who marries
even higher on the social scale. She discovers that her husband,
who owns an elaborate castle with one forbidden room, is a serial
murderer who leverages his status to kill younger debutantes.

9 Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion pg. 30
10 Ibid. pg. 15
11 The Classic Fairy Tales pg.144
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Despite that this young bride remains helpless to stop her
husband from killing her, she is able to hold out until her brothers
can come and save her. The tale also prescribes notions of where
her place should be. She arranges marriages for her sisters and
buys the commission of her brothers from the largesse of her
newly found estate, reemphasizing that her role remains one of
motherhood and familial obligation. The lady of this story never
ventures out into public without an escort. While Perrault’s tales
take a particular masculine characterization, the authorship or
at least the inspiration for the tales is still attributed to women,
however, it is during this time that women go from being the
most published group of writers of tales to being utterly silenced
by social conventions, and as a consequence they have little
access to printing presses.

By the time of the Grimm Brothers it becomes clear
that fairy tales are an intentional composition that is meant
to prescribe a variety of moral imperatives towards women on
a national, narrative scale. In the “Robber Bride Groom™2 a
similar version of Perrault’s “Bluebeard” the woman to marry
her husband is no longer a lady of higher means, she is instead
the daughter of a miller. Her husband to be does not gain
wealth from his social status but gains it instead from crime as a
bandit. Her autonomy is much larger than previously ascribed,
she is able to walk around more freely in this narrative, she
does not require an escort, but it comes with the understanding
that the tradition has now fully assigned her role to her. The
miller’s daughter is no longer the victim of one man’s nightmare
but discovers her husband is part of an entire oppresive gang
of bandits, who cut a woman’s finger off to get that woman’s
golden ring. This is a perfect symbol for what men have done
to women’s role in the telling of fairy tales; not only have they
stolen the tradition from her and kept her away from claiming

12 Ibid Pg. 151
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it, they have taken possession of it by their own means. It
should also be noted that the authorship of these tales are for
the first time attributed solely to a male authority, the tales are
the Grimm Brother’s Tales and remain their possession, instead
of some fictitious Mothergoose, or some collection of traveler’s
tales. This is not to say that men never wrote tales or that all
fairy tales are the possession of women, but instead the tales as
a collection of unnammed narratives passed down from nurse
to child and so on, have now become part of a masculine name,
which takes credit for their original authorship.

This type of thievery from women in the tradition of fairy
tales and its subversion is exaclty what Iris Young describes
in her essay “The Five Faces of Oppression” and it’s central for
understanding the nature of the relationship between women
and politics in the art of fairy tale spinning. Freedom is
granted with the understanding that it will never move beyond
the limitations the freedom granter sets. Through exploitation,
“a steady process of the transfer of the results of the labor of
one social group to benefit another”?® and through cultural
imperialism, in which “the dominant meanings of a society
render the particular perspective of one’s own group invisible
at the same time as they stereotype one’s group and mark it
out as the Other”* women are no longer allowed to even have
access to what defines their destiny, which results in complete
powerlessness.’ In this instance women are denied the influence
of fairy tale narration through the domination of men using the
tales for their own purpose. When the nurse goes to tuck the
children in at night, she no longer spins a tale for the child which
may speak to their own life, she now instead must read from a
book, and not only does she read from the book, but if she tries

13 “The Five Faces of Oppression” pg.96
14 Ibid pg. 100
15 Ibid pg. 99
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to tell the story differently the child, through reading the tale
repeatedly, will realize that that story is not the true version
and so the spinster’s tale is no longer relevant. As a consequence
the spinster is spun out of the tradition. Women no longer have
influence on the public forum through their tales, as their tales
now become irrelevant when compared to their true male forms.

This discontinuity is reflected in the evolution of the fairy
tale as well. Charles Dickens continues the tale of Bluebeard
by describing someone who Dickens says “must have been an
offshoot of the Bluebeard family”'¢, Captain Murderer. Unlike
Bluebeard, Captain Murderer leaves no trace of his victims, for
he turns them into pies and shares them with his blacksmiths.
Drawing a clear association with women and darkness of the
mind, Dickens begins his tale with the following lines: “If we all
knew our own minds (in a more enlarged sense than the popular
acceptation of that phrase), I suspect we should find our nurses
responsible for most of the dark corners we are forced to go back
to, against our wills.” 17 While some may read this work as a mere
continuation of the Bluebeard tale, there is a major difference.
Unlike the Grimm Brothers, who are content to simply steal
the spinster’s tales, Charles Dickens, whose central theme is
almost always about oppression, goes to great lengths to name
the spinster’s tales as the provocator of self-reflective darkness,
suggesting even that his nurses tell him the story to frighten
him. Captain Murderer, unlike Bluebeard, does not die until
after he has already killed his final victim. The clever wife to
kill Captain Murderer poisons him by poisoning herself, so that
when she is turned to pie and eaten he will die too. The focus
of the brutality of Captain Murderer is placed on his beautiful
white horses, which are stained with blood only in places where
others cannot see, but who gain their freedom once Captain

16 Captain Murderer Pg.1
17 Ibid. Pgl
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Murderer is poisoned. The sanity of Captain Murderer’s final
wife is questioned not only by her means of killing her oppressor,
but also by a bizaare stalking episode, where she hides in a tree
and laughs uncontrollably. The imagery points to not just a loss
of possession of the fairy tale, but in fact a complete reversal.
A tale which was oringinally made to warn women about the
dangers and lunacy of even well-dressed, wealthy men, and
which gave women comfort that they could overcome severe
circumstances to find happiness, has now shown that life is
hopeless, that woman is mad, and that radical evil is just a fact
of life, only nature can escape man’s patriarchy.

From here the tale takes a different turn altogether.
Walt Disney turns the tales into his own version of national
narratives in film, and the tales as a literary form morph into
novels and short stories with much more complex character
sketches that the films lack. Walt Disney, like all the other
male interpreters of the tales before him, is strictly relying
on the tradition to create a new social outlet, but it is not the
tradition of fairy tales that Disney heeds, but the interpretation
of what tradition is that makes his films so interesting. Jack
Zipes postulates in his essay Breaking the Disney Spell that,
“Disney sought to replace all versions with his animated version
and that his cartoon is astonishingly autobiographical.”® Zipes
traces this autobiography into the way that other animators
of the same period inserted images of themselves into the
main characters of fairy tales. Disney uniquely and tediously
pours over the tales by making sure that every image of every
frame is scrutinized, thus inserting his own particular image
in every frame. As the printing press served as an instrument
of defeat for the individual narrator, particularly the spinster,
animators multiply that effort by creating images that depict
what characters are supposed to be, and using the lens of the

18 The Classic Fairy Tales pg.343
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camera, where their audience’s focus should remain. Disney’s
emphasis on visual technique over plot development, defines
the Disney genre and the stories change to reflect Disney’s own
sensibilities, often combining elements of other stories, hence
Snow White and the Seven Dwarves have elements of Cinderella
archetypes portrayed in the film, such as washing steps and
baking pies, though this does not appear in or before the Grimm
Brother’s version. Most ironic in this turn of the evolution of the
fairy tale is that men have now acclaimed the status that began
with women in their ability to tell tales. Walt Disney is not just
a name associated with the tales like Mothergoose or the Grimm
Brothers; instead it becomes the name for the fairy tales.

Margaret Atwood’s Bluebeard’s Egg, which is placed
in both fairy tale cannons and short story cannons, is not a
spinster’s tale but comes to claim the story from a feminist
perspective. Easily understood as an extension of Dickenson’s
Captain Murderer, the main character Sally suspects that her
husband Edward, who is a seemingly-stupid man, is possibly
having an affair on her. As the story unfolds it becomes much
more questionable if Edward is really as dumb as Sally claims.
The reader sees what Sally sees and as Sally begins to doubt
her whole world, the reader begins to question the reliability
of Sally’s narrative. This story illustrates that women have
become so frustrated with the tradition that the radical thing
1s now to write a fairy tale from a woman’s perspective about
male patriarchy, but looking at the origin of the tale that is
exactly what it was supposed to be about. Like all good fairy
tales, Bluebeard’s Egg shows a world of possibility that relies
on the tenderest of details, but unlike the fairy tales there is
nothing magical or otherworldly about Sally’s narrative. Her
life is painstakingly normal, which seems to be the curse women
have been placed under. The fact that this story could be real is
what should make the reader feel they are reading a fairy tale,
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however; the fact that women have the power to tell the story
now, to be heard in front of a sympathetic audience, foreshadows
that something new is possible. As the final line of the story
suggests: “But what will come out of it?"'°, Bluebeard’s Egg
contains a new possibility, one where it is no longer necessary
for men to lock women away in the chambers of their choice, but
instead to give them free reign over the castle.

Looking back at the fairy tales, men for a time did
attribute women as being the original authors of the tales,
though they most likely were ignorant of the long standing
historical tradition of women authors. Despite that women did
not hold most of the positions of political power, particularly
those first seen as democratic city-states; they were nevertheless
able to exert influence on the narrative of the city with their
tales. As it became increasingly obvious that this influence
could benefit men, the tales were gradually stolen from women
until they came to the point where people attributed the original
authorship to men and then to the point where the most common
media outlets, particularly film, organized those tales under the
name of one man, Walt Disney, to actually become the stories
of how women should act. For instance, it was not until 2012
with the release of Brave that Disney ever released a tale about
a princess who did not rely on a handsome prince or some male
figure in some way to gain her freedom.

The spinster by contrast does not care about gendered
roles. Venus when she asks Cupid to strike Psyche with his
arrows obeys her commands. He however, cannot help but to fall
in love with the object of the Goddess’s wrath and when she is
finally granted to him through Venus, though he has the powers
of a deity, he cannot help but feel ashamed in her presence, for
her beauty is far greater to him than his own power. In the
end Psyche is made a Goddess. This is clearly different than

19 Ibid pg.178
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Disney’s Cinderella, who is so powerless to save herself, she
needs not only a fairy godmother’s wish granting powers, but
also an army of mice who can steal the key from her stepmother
and unlock her door, giving her time to run out to the prince’s
royal servants and try on a magical glass slipper, the only way
she can identify herself and distinguish herself from every other
woman in the land.

The spinster cares instead to deliver something truthful
to their audience and has great skill at conveying this, as Wendell
Barry notes in his book The Hidden Wound, “It was from Aunt
Georgie, sitting and listening to her by the hour when I was
seven and eight and nine and ten years old, that I first heard
talk of the question of civil rights for Negroes....the old woman
was capable of a moving eloquence and I was deeply disturbed
by what she said. (34)"* One particular tale that Aunt Georgie
tells Barry is the story of the hoop snake, which is impossible to
escape and comes to claim every victim’s life it touches, a perfect
allegory for death. The disturbance of Aunt Georgie’s tales is
obvious, for Barry writes his book to raise awareness of the
unmentioned aspects of the Civil Right’s Movement. In light
of how the spinster uses her tales to influence political action,
perhaps the Marxian phrase could be better understood that
interpretation of the world is what causes the world to change.

Not only does interpretation change the world, but
it allows plurality to be distinct. The spinster’s threads left
unexamined may look similar to each other, but once they
are woven together their differences are what help make the
congruency of the cloth look cohesive. The skill of the spinster
1s to consider carefully how each character should be changed
and how the story should be narrated so that the final result
leaves a world full of possibilities. Without the ability to weave
a story of distinct characters the spinster’s tales have little

20 The Hidden Wound Pg. 34
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meaning and her trade requires little if any skill. Under male
authors who misunderstood the tale in this fashion, it is obvious
that distinctness played a different role in the meaning of
interpretation for these writers. The subversion of the spinster’s
tales came at the cost of prescribing particular traits that made
the male version the authoritative version, hence Perrault’s
Tale, the Grimm Brother’s Tales, and Walt Disney’s Tales all
stand as the authority of the tales for their time; they are the
finished product not meant to be revised. This is particularly
true of Walt Disney, and truer of the Grimm Brother’s tales than
of Perrault’s Tales. As I have shown there is nothing distinct
about Disney’s characters, they are easily collapsed into each
other and reproduced in assembly line fashion, so no matter
whether it 1s Cinderella, Snow White, Maid Marion, Sleeping
Beauty, or the Little Mermaid, they all will follow the same
succession of life and end up happily married to their prince and
ideally before their 16™ birthday. In fact the resemblance of
Disney characters is so great that in some sequences of Disney
movies animation is recycled from previous movies. The dance
scene, for instance, of Disney’s Snow White dancing with the
dwarves is the exact same dance scene as Maid Marion dancing
with the villagers in Disney’s Robin Hood.

Returning to Arendt’s notion of a true political philosophy,
which requires the plurality of humanity as the object of thought
for the philosopher as well as a language of common sense
that relates to the philosopher’s experiences, it seems that the
spinster’s tales have and may once again serve this purpose if
they are able to be reclaimed in full by both women and men.
Atwood’s Bluebeard’s Egg is a step into the right direction but
more stories must be spun. Aunt Georgie’s telling of the civil
right’s struggle to Wendell Berry and his retelling of his own
Hidden Wound show that the future of narration contains the
possibility of political significance without the cost of sacrificing
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human plurality and without speaking the language of nonsense.
Recent publications have also shown that the spinster’s skill is
both a philosophical and political gift. Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s Infidel
for instance uses precisely this skill of narrating her own story to
reveal philosophical and political truths. Ali recounts her break
with Islam, her election to the Dutch parliament, and her refusal
to remain silent despite the numerous threats placed against
her life. These details are spun through the backdrop of fleeing
Somalia, finding love, and growing up as the daughter of a war
chief, and they highlight the importance of individual narration
with the possibility of new things. As Ali recounts in her own
reading, “As a reader, I could put on someone else’s shoes and
live through his adventures, borrow his individuality and make
choices that I didn’t have at home.”” The spinster’s tales thus
have all the great significance of things that both philosophers
and political theorists have wanted to join together, the curiosity
of thoughts removed from the reality of this world with the actual
possibilities that remain available, what more could anyone ask
of a political philosophy then this?

21 Infidel Pg. 118
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