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 “The Power of Imagery”
“Three Blind Mice”

On A Par With Captain Hook.

When you tuck your youngsters into bed at night, do you read them a fairy tale?

Do you read the story of Peter Pan and the bad guy Captain Hook, who wore the prostheses?

Have they heard the one about the three blind mice whose tails were cut off with a carving knife?

After reading them “Hansel and Gretel” did they loathe the arithmetic witch and love the ugly duckling when it turned into a swan?

If so, you could be raising your children to loathe persons with a disability.

At least that is the theory of Boston psychologist Shari Thurer, who is assistant professor of rehabilitation counselling at Boston University.

People with Disability have had a bad Press in children’s literature” she charges.

“Some of the best loved children’s stories convey prejudice of persons with a disability”.

“Just look at Cinderellas stepsisters, who were fat and ugly as well as mean, and Jack, who climbed a beanstalk to find a giant who was wicked”.

“What became obvious from even superficial examination of children’s literature is that bodily inactness and glowing health are almost exclusive characteristics of the good and the noble”.

Physical infirmities are the property of evil.

“Hardly ever it is the arthritic, near sighted crone who is windowed with virtue and a sunny disposition, but he archetypal Snow White, the fairest of them all, who is the blessed”.

Miss Thurer says it is almost as if the character’s moral temperaments were pre-determined by the outcome of a medical check-up.

She calls it a blatant and destructive from of stereotyping which is never questioned.

Instead, because the stories are part of our classic literacy tradition, they are respected and protected from scrutiny.

For Miss Thurer, the stereotyping is a form of definitive shorthand.

“Attitudes” she explains “are mostly caught – transmitted through our conversations, stereo typing, fairy tales”.

In fairy tales, deformity equals immorality.

“For example, Pinocchio’s nose lengthens as his integrity slips and fiendish bandits and pirates typically lose limbs and eyes while the hero’s remain intact”.

“On the other hand, virtue is rewarded with physical grace, as in the story of The Ugly Duckling and the frog who turns into a prince- and would sighted mice have been foolish enough to have their tails cut off?”

Miss Thurer is not suggesting that all those favourite children’s books be tossed on the fire either.

In fact, she feels some good can come of them, by raising the consciousness of parents.

“The next time a parent reads “Peter Pan or Pinocchio” or one of the other stories, he or she should point out the bias that exists and discuss it with the child”, she says.
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