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In the claymation film The Nightmare Before Christmas, Jack the Pumpkin King leaves his home 
in Halloween-land in search of something different. He soon discovers Christmas-land, and is 
instantly enchanted. He returns to his homeland with an armful of artifacts, and attempts to 
interpret what he’s stolen through the lens of Halloween.  
 
Disaster obviously follows. A holiday (and in this film, an entire culture) structured around 
horror is ill suited to re-apply meaning to ornaments and tinsel. Jack learns the dangers of 
viewing an object out of context. And everybody breaks into song.  
 
The lesson is not confined to film. Where we are from determines how we view the rest of the 
world. Or: what narrative a society believes it’s living in is the driving force behind its actions. 
Consider the classic cowboy story, a narrative that has become almost a creation myth for the 
United States. Every one of our unilateral military operations makes considerably more sense 
when viewed as an extension of a standard “good guys, bad guys” Clint Eastwood shoot-em-up.  
 
The role of law, then, is secondary to a Society’s Story and its values. There are some great laws 
out there, yet Constitutions have far less impact than we might hope. India is home to excellent 
anti-prostitution laws, yet the sex trade thrives. Free speech in Rwanda’s democracy stops at any 
real discussion about ethnicity and violence. In the U.S. the Freedom of Information Act – 
intended to increase government transparency – is now often used by corporations to spy on 
competitors.   
 
The problem has less to do with the law and more to do with the narrative the law is written into. 
And narratives are often plagued by a simplified “good guy, bad guy” mentality. Two examples 
illustrate this. First, Women have historically been confined to one of two extremes: the 
redemptive goddess (the “angel in the house” as one poet put it), or the corrupting whore. There 
have been variations – Russian authors have been particularly fond of the “prostitute with a heart 
of gold” archetype – but women have been consistently cast as saviors or demons.  
 
The same dichotomy applies to many indigenous peoples. Early colonists portrayed natives as 
savages, while more recent literature is prone to treat indigenous societies as a romanticized 
ideal, a utopia spoiled by foreigners. (It’s worth noting that this was almost the exact same 
argument used by Hutu extremists to justify the slaughter of their Rwandan countrymen in 
1994).   
 
In both cases, neither group is treated as fully human, yet these caste systems exist unchallenged. 
What we need is a broader view of humanity, a narrative that encompasses the full spectrum of 
human potential, both for genocide and salvation. Law only has context within human stories, 
and therefore also has potential to serve or damage.  
 



Before we re-write any amendments we must re-write the stories we follow. Just as ornaments 
and tinsel must stay in Christmas-land, laws must be rooted in a view of humanity that doesn’t 
have good guys or bad guys. And it is through the very act of telling stories that begins this 
process of restoration. There is salvation in listening to stories told by those once considered 
unequal, and then sharing our own.  
 
 
 
 


