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BRUNO BETTELHEIM
[The Struggle for Meaning]t

* * *®

- Today, as in times past, the most important and also the most difficult
- task in raising a child is helping him to find meaning in life. Many
- growth experiences are needed to achieve this. The child, as he devel-
- ops, must learn step by step to understand himself better; with this he
- becomes more able to understand others, and eventually can relate to
- them in ways which are mutually satisfying and meaningful.

To find deeper meaning, one must become able to transcend the
- narrow confines of a self-centered existence and believe that one will
- make a significant contribution to life—if not right now, then at some
 future time. This feeling is necessary if a person is to be satisfied with
- himself and with what he is doing. In order not to be at the mercy of
 the vagaries of life, one must develop one’s inner resources, so that
one’s emotions, imagination, and intellect mutually support and enrich
- one another. Our positive feelings give us the strength to develop our
 nationality; only hope for the future can sustain us in the adversities we
- unavoidably encounter.

As an educator and therapist of severely disturbed children, my main
task was to restore meaning to their lives. This work made it obvious
~ tome that if children were reared so that life was meaningful to them,
they would not need special help. I was confronted with the problem
~ of deducing what experiences in a child’s life are most suited to pro-
mote his ability to find meaning in his life; to endow life in general
- with more meaning. Regarding this task, nothing is more important
 than the impact of parents and others who take care of the child; second
~ in importance is our cultural heritage, when transmitted to the child
- i the right manner. When children are young, it is literature that
carries such information best.

Given this fact, I became deeply dissatisfied with much of the liter-
ature intended to develop the child’s mind and personality, because it
 fails to stimulate and nurture those resources he needs most in order
~ to cope with his difficult inner problems. The preprimers and primers
from which he is taught to read in school are designed to teach the
- necessary skills, irrespective of meaning. The overwhelming bulk of the
rest of so-called “children’s literature” attempts to entertain or to in-
form, or both. But most of these books are so shallow in substance that
ittle of significance can be gained from them. The acquisition of skills,
1 From Bruno B The Meaning and Importance of Fairy
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including the ability to read, becomes devalued when what one has
learned to read adds nothing of importance to one’s life.

We all tend to assess the future merits of an activity on the basis of
what it offers now. But this is especially true for the child, who, much
more than the adult, lives in the present and, although he has anxieties
about his future, has only the vaguest notions of what it may require
or be like. The idea that learning to read may enable one later to enrich
one’s life is experienced as an empty promise when the stories the child
listens to, or is reading at the moment, are vacuous. The worst feature
of these children’s books is that they cheat the child of what he ought
to gain from the experience of literature: access to deeper meaning,
and that which is meaningful to him at his stage of development.

For a story truly to hold the child’s attention, it must entertain him
and arouse his curiosity. But to enrich his life, it must stimulate his
imagination; help him to develop his intellect and to clarify his emo-
tions; be attuned to his anxieties and aspirations; give full recognition
to his difficulties, while at the same time suggesting solutions to the
problems which perturb him. In short, it must at one and the same 1
time relate to all aspects of his personality—and this without ever be-
littling but, on the contrary, giving full credence to the seriousness of
the child’s predicaments, while simultaneously promoting confidence
in himself and in his future. g

In all these and many other respects, of the entire “children’s
literature” —with rare exceptions—nothing can be as enriching and sat
isfying to child and adult alike as the folk fairy tale. True, on an overt
level fairy tales teach little about the specific conditions of life in mod-
emn mass society; these tales were created long before it came into
being. But more can be learned from them about the inner problems
of human beings, and of the right solutions to their predicaments in
any society, than from any other type of story within a child’s compre-
hension. Since the child at every moment of his life is exposed to the
society in which he lives, he will certainly learn to cope with its con-
ditions, provided his inner resources permit him to do so.

Just because his life is often bewildering to him, the child needseven
more to be given the chance to understand himself in this complex
world with which he must learn to cope. To be able to do so, the child
must be helped to make some coherent sense out of the turmoil of his
feelings. He needs ideas on how to bring his inner house into order,
and on that basis be able to create order in his life. He needs—and this
hardly requires emphasis at this moment in our history—a moral edu-
cation which subtly, and by implication only, conveys to him the ad-
vantages of moral behavior, not through abstract ethical concepts but
through that which seems tangibly right and therefore meaningful to
him. 3
The child finds this kind of meaning through fairy tales. Like many
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other modern psychological insights, this was anticipated long ago by
poets. The German poet Schiller wrote: “Deeper meaning resides in
the fairy tales told to me in my childhood than in the truth that is
taught by life.” (The Piccolomini, 11, 4.)

Through the centuries (if not millennia) during which, in their re-
telling, fairy tales became ever more refined, they came to convey at
the same time overt and covert meanings—came to speak simultane-
ously to all levels of the human personality, communicating in a man-
ner which reaches the uneducated mind of the child as well as that of
the sophisticated adult. Applying the psychoanalytic model of the hu-
man personality, fairy tales carry important messages to the conscious,
the preconscious, and the unconscious mind, on whatever level each
is functioning at the time. By dealing with universal human problems,
particularly those which preoccupy the child’s mind, these stories speak
to his budding ego and encourage its development, while at the same
time relieving preconscious and unconscious pressures. As the stories
unfold, they give conscious credence and body to id pressures and show
ways to satisfy these that are in line with ego and superego require-
ments.

But my interest in fairy tales is not the result of such a technical

~ -analysis of their merits. It is, on the contrary, the consequence of asking

myself why, in my experience, children—normal and abnormal alike,
and at all levels of intelligence—find folk fairy tales more satisfying than
all other children’s stories.

The more I tried to understand why these stories are so successful at

- enriching the inner life of the child, the more I realized that these
- tales, in a much deeper sense than any other reading material, start

where the child really is in his psychological and emotional being. They
speak about his severe inner pressures in a way that the child uncon-
sciously understands, and—without belittling the most serious inner
struggles which growing up entails—offer examples of both temporary

- and permanent solutions to pressing difficulties.

& ox %

Fairy Tales and the Existential Predicament

In order to master the psychological problems of growing up—over-
coming narcissistic disappointments, oedipal dilemmas, sibling rivalries;
becoming able to relinquish childhood dependencies; gaining a feeling
of selthood and of self-worth, and a sense of moral obligation—a child

needs to understand what is going on within his conscious self so that

he can also cope with that which goes on in his unconscious. He can
achieve this understanding, and with it the ability to cope, not through
rational comprehension of the nature and content of his unconscious,
but by becoming familiar with it through spinning out daydreams—
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ruminating, rearranging, and fantasizing about suitable story elements
in response to unconscious pressures. By doing this, the child fits un-
conscious content into conscious fantasies, which then enable him to
deal with that content. It is here that fairy tales have unequaled value,
because they offer new dimensions to the child’s imagination which
would be impossible for him to discover as truly on his own. Even
more important, the form and structure of fairy tales suggest images to
the child by which he can structure his daydreams and with them give
better direction to his life.

In child or adult, the unconscious is a powerful determinant of be-
havior. When the unconscious is repressed and its content denied en-
trance into awareness, then eventually the person’s conscious mind will
be partially overwhelmed by derivatives of these unconscious elements,
or else he is forced to keep such rigid, compulsive control over them
that his personality may become severely crippled. But when uncon-
scious material is to some degree permitted to come to awareness and
worked through in imagination, its potential for causing harm—to our-
selves or others—is much reduced; some of its forces can then be made
to serve positive purposes. However, the prevalent parental belief is that
a child must be diverted from what troubles him most: his formless,
nameless anxieties, and his chaotic, angry, and even violent fantasies.
Many parents believe that only conscious reality or pleasant and wish-
fulfilling images should be presented to the child—that he should be
exposed only to the sunny side of things. But such one-sided fare nour-
ishes the mind only in a one-sided way, and real life is not all sunny.

There is a widespread refusal to let children know that the source of
much that goes wrong in life is due to our very own natures—the pro-
pensity of all men for acting aggressively, asocially, selfishly, out of
anger and anxiety. Instead, we want our children to believe that, in-
herently, all men are good. But children know that they are not always
good; and often, even when they are, they would prefer not to be. This
contradicts what they are told by their parents, and therefore makes the
child a monster in his own eyes.

The dominant culture wishes to pretend, particularly where children
are concerned, that the dark side of man does not exist, and professes
a belief in an optimistic meliorism. Psychoanalysis itself is viewed as
having the purpose of making life easy—but this is not what its founder
intended. Psychoanalysis was created to enable man to accept the prob-
lematic nature of life without being defeated by it, or giving in to es-
capism. Freud’s prescription is that only by struggling courageously
against what seem like overwhelming odds can man succeed in wring-
ing meaning out of his existence.

This is exactly the message that fairy tales get across to the child in
manifold form: that a struggle against severe difficulties in life is un-
avoidable, is an intrinsic part of human existence—but that if one does
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not shy away, but steadfastly meets unexpected and often unjust hard-
ships, one masters all obstacles and at the end emerges victorious.

Modern stories written for young children mainly avoid these exis-
tential problems, although they are crucial issues for all of us. The child
needs most particularly to be given suggestions in symbolic form about
how he may deal with these issues and grow safely into maturity. “Safe”
stories mention neither death nor aging, the limits to our existence, nor
the wish for eternal life. The fairy tale, by contrast, confronts the child
squarely with the basic human predicaments.

® k%

BRUNO BETTELHEIM

“Hansel and Gretel”t

“Hansel and Gretel” begins realistically. The parents are poor, and
they worry about how they will be able to take care of their children.
Together at night they discuss their predicament, and how they can
deal with it. Even taken on this surface level, the folk fairy tale conveys
an important, although unpleasant, truth: poverty and deprivation do
not improve man’s character, but rather make him more selfish, less
:ieniiitive to the sufferings of others, and thus prone to embark on evil

eeds.

The fairy tale expresses in words and actions the things which go on
in children’s minds. In terms of the child’s dominant anxiety, Hansel
and Gretel believe that their parents are talking about a plot to desert
them. A small child, awakening hungry in the darkness of the night,
feels threatened by complete rejection and desertion, which he expe-
riences in the form of fear of starvation. By projecting their inner anx-
iety onto those they fear might cut them off, Hansel and Gretel are
convinced that their parents plan to starve them to death! In line with
the child’s anxious fantasies, the story tells that until then the parents
had been able to feed their children, but had now fallen upon lean
times.

The mother represents the source of all food to the children, so it is
she who now is experienced as abandoning them, as if in a wilderness.
It is the child’s anxiety and deep disappointment when Mother is no
longer willing to meet all his oral demands which leads him to believe
that suddenly Mother has become unloving, selfish, rejecting. Since
the children know they need their parents desperately, they attempt to
t From Bruno Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy

Tales (New York: Knopf, 1976) 159-66. Copyright ® 1975, 1976 by Bruno Bettelheim.
Reprinted by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.
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return home after being deserted. In fact, Hansel succeeds in finding
their way back from the forest the first time they are abandoned. Before
a child has the courage to embark on the voyage of finding himself, of
becoming an independent person through meeting the world, he can
develop initiative only in trying to return to passivity, to secure for
himself eternally dependent gratification. “Hansel and Gretel” tells that
this will not work in the long run.

The children’s successful return home does not solve anything. Their
effort to continue life as before, as if nothing had happened, is to no
avail. The frustrations continue, and the mother becomes more shrewd
in her plans for getting rid of the children.

By implication, the story tells about the debilitating consequences of

trying to deal with life’s problems by means of regression and denial,
which reduce one’s ability to solve problems. The first time in the forest
Hansel used his intelligence appropriately by putting down white peb-
bles to mark the path home. The second time he did not use his in-
telligence as well—he, who lived close to a big forest, should have

known that birds would eat the bread crumbs, Hansel might instead

have studied landmarks on the way in, to find his way back out. But
having engaged in denial and regression—the return home—Hansel has

lost much of his initiative and ability to think clearly. Starvation anxiety

has driven him back, so now he can think only of food as offering a
solution to the problem of finding his way out of a serious predicament.
Bread stands here for food in general, man’s “life line”—an image
which Hansel takes literally, out of his anxiety. This shows the limiting
effects of fixations to primitive levels of development, engaged in out
of fear.

The story of “Hansel and Gretel” gives body to the anxieties and
learning tasks of the young child who must overcome and sublimate
his primitive incorporative and hence destructive desires.! The child
must learn that if he does not free himself of these, his parents or society
will force him to do so against his will, as earlier his mother had stopped
nursing the child when she felt the time had come to do so. This tale
gives symbolic expression to these inner experiences directly linked to
the mother. Therefore, the father remains a shadowy and ineffectual

figure throughout the story, as he appears to the child during his eady

life when Mother is allimportant, in both her benign and her threat-
ening aspects.

Frustrated in their ability to find a solution to their problem in reality V
because reliance on food for safety (bread crumbs to mark the path)

fails them, Hansel and Gretel now give full rein to their oral regression.
The gingerbread house represents an existence based on the most prim-
itive satisfactions. Carried away by their uncontrolled craving, the chil-

1. The wish to devour, or incorporate, whatever appears threatening [Editor).
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dren think nothing of destroying what should give shelter and safety,
even though the birds’ having eaten the crumbs should have warned
them about eating up things.

By devouring the gingerbread house’s roof and window, the children
show how ready they are to eat somebody out of house and home, a
fear which they had projected onto their parents as the reason for their
desertion. Despite the warning voice which asks, “Who is nibbling at
my little house?” the children lie to themselves and blame it on the
wind and “[go] on eating without disturbing themselves.”

The gingerbread house is an image nobody forgets: how incredibly
appealing and tempting a picture this is, and how terrible the risk one
muns if one gives in to the temptation. The child recognizes that, like
Hansel and Gretel, he would wish to eat up the gingerbread house, no
matter what the dangers. The house stands for oral greediness and how
attractive it is to give in to it. The fairy tale is the primer from which
the child learns to read his mind in the language of images, the only
language which permits understanding before intellectual maturity has
been achieved. The child needs to be exposed to this language, and
must learn to be responsive to it, if he is to become master of his soul.

The preconscious content of fairy-tale images is much richer than
even the following simple illustrations convey. For example, in dreams
as well as in fantasies and the child’s imagination, a house, as the place
in which we dwell, can symbolize the body, usually the mother’s. A
gingerbread house, which one can “eat up,” is a symbol of the mother,
who in fact nurses the infant from her body. Thus, the house at which
Hansel and Gretel are eating away blissfully and without a care stands
in the unconscious for the good mother, who offers her body as a source
of nourishment. It is the original all-giving mother, whom every child
hopes to find again later somewhere out in the world, when his own
mother begins to make demands and to impose restrictions. This is
why, carried away by their hopes, Hansel and Gretel do not heed the
soft voice that calls out to them, asking what they are up to—a voice
that is their externalized conscience. Carried away by their greediness,
and fooled by the pleasures of oral satisfaction which seem to deny all
previous oral anxiety, the children “thought they were in heaven.”

But, as the story tells, such unrestrained giving in to gluttony threat-
ens destruction. Regression to the earliest “heavenly” state of being—
when on the mother’s breast one lived symbiotically off her—does away
with all individuation and independence. It even endangers one’s very
existenice, as cannibalistic inclinations are given body in the figure of
the witch.

The witch, who is a personification of the destructive aspects of or-
ality, is as bent on eating up the children as they are on demolishing
her gingerbread house. When the children give in to untamed id im-
pulses, as symbolized by their uncontrolled voraciousness, they risk be-
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ing destroyed. The children eat only the symbolic representation of the
mother, the gingerbread house; the witch wants to eat the children
themselves. This teaches the hearer a valuable lesson: dealing in sym-
bols is safe when compared with acting on the real thing. Turning the
tables on the witch is justified also on another level: children who have
little experience and are still learning self-control are not to be mea-
sured by the same yardstick as older people, who are supposed to be

able to restrain their instinctual desires better. Thus, the punishment

of the witch is as justified as the children’s rescue.

The witch’s evil designs finally force the children to recognize the
dangers of unrestrained oral greed and dependence. To survive, they
must develop initiative and realize that their only recourse lies in in-
telligent planning and acting. They must exchange subservience to the
pressures of the id for acting in accordance with the ego. Goal-directed

behavior based on intelligent assessment of the situation in which they

find themselves must take the place of wish-fulfilling fantasies: the sub-
stitution of the bone for the finger, tricking the witch to climb into the
oven.

Only when the dangers inherent in remaining fixed to primitive or-
ality with its destructive propensities are recognized does the way toa
higher stage of development open up. Then it turns out that the good,
giving mother was hidden deep down in the bad, destructive one, be-
cause there are treasures to be gained: the children inherit the witch's
jewels, which become valuable to them after their return home—that
is, after they can again find the good parent. This suggests that as the
children transcend their oral anxiety, and free themselves of relying on
oral satisfaction for security, they can also free themselves of the image
of the threatening mother—the witch—and rediscover the good parents,
whose greater wisdom—the shared jewels—then benefit all.

On repeated hearing of “Hansel and Gretel,” no child remains un-
aware of the fact that birds eat the bread crumbs and thus prevent the

children from returning home without first meeting their great adven-

ture. It is also a bird which guides Hansel and Gretel to the gingerbread
house, and thanks only to another bird do they manage to get back
home. This gives the child—who thinks differently about animals than

older persons do—pause to think: these birds must have a purpose, v

otherwise they would not first prevent Hansel and Gretel from finding

their way back, then take them to the witch, and finally provide passage _‘, :

home.

Obviously, since all turns out for the best, the birds must have known
that it is preferable for Hansel and Gretel not to find their way directly
back home out of the forest, but rather to risk facing the dangers of the
world. In consequence of their threatening encounter with the witch,

not only the children but also their parents live much more happily 3
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ever afterward. The different birds offer a clue to the path the children
must follow to gain their reward.

After they have become familiar with “Hansel and Gretel,” most
children comprehend, at least unconsciously, that what happens in the
parental home and at the witch’s house are but separate aspects of what
in reality is one total experience. Initially, the witch is a perfectly grat-
ifying mother figure, as we are told how “she took them both by the
hand, and led them into her little house. Then good food was set before
them, milk and pancakes with sugar, apples, and nuts. Afterwards two
pretty little beds were covered with clean white linen, and Hansel and
Gretel lay down in them, and thought they were in heaven.” Only on
the following morning comes a rude awakening from such dreams of
infantile bliss. “The old woman had only pretended to be so kind; she
was in reality a wicked witch. . ..

This is how the child feels when devastated by the ambivalent feel-
ings, frustrations, and anxieties of the oedipal stage of development, as
well as his previous disappointment and rage at failures on his mother’s
part to gratify his needs and desires as fully as he expected. Severely

~ upset that Mother no longer serves him unquestioningly but makes

demands on him and devotes herself ever more to her own interests—
something which the child had not permitted to come to his awareness
before—he imagines that Mother, as she nursed him and created a
world of oral bliss, did so only to fool him—like the witch of the story.

Thus, the parental home “hard by a great forest” and the fateful
house in the depths of the same woods are on an unconscious level
but the two aspects of the parental home: the gratifying one and the
frustrating one.

The child who ponders on his own the details of “Hansel and Gretel”
finds meaning in how it begins. That the parental home is located at
the very edge of the forest where everything happens suggests that what
is to follow was imminent from the start. This is again the fairy tale’s
way to express thoughts through impressive images which lead the child
to use his own imagination to derive deeper understanding,

Mentioned before was how the behavior of the birds symbolizes that
the entire adventure was arranged for the children’s benefit. Since early
Christian times the white dove has symbolized superior benevolent
powers. Hansel claims to be looking back at a white dove that is sitting
on the roof of the parental home, wanting to say goodbye to him. It is
a snow-white bird, singing delightfully, which leads the children to the
gingerbread house and then settles on its roof, suggesting that this is
the right place for them to arrive at. Another white bird is needed to
guide the children back to safety: their way home is blocked by a “big
water” which they can cross only with the help of a white duck.

The children do not encounter any expanse of water on their way
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in. Having to cross one on their return symbolizes a transition, and a
new beginning on a higher level of existence (as in baptism). Up to
the time they have to cross this water, the children have never separated.
The school-age child should develop consciousness of his personal
uniqueness, of his individuality, which means that he can no longer
share everything with others, has to live to some degree by himself and
stride out on his own. This is symbolically expressed by the children
not being able to remain together in crossing the water. As they arrive
there, Hansel sees no way to get across, but Gretel spies a white duck
and asks it to help them cross the water. Hansel seats himself on its
back and asks his sister to join him. But she knows better: this will not
do. They have to cross over separately, and they do.

The children’s experience at the witch’s house has purged them of
their oral fixations; after having crossed the water, they arrive at the
other shore as more mature children, ready to rely on their own intel-
ligence and initiative to solve life’s problems. As dependent children
they had been a burden to their parents; on their return they have
become the family’s support, as they bring home the treasures they have
gained. These treasures are the children’s new-won independence in
thought and action, a new selfreliance which is the opposite of the
passive dependence which characterized them when they were deserted
in the woods.

Tt is females—the stepmother and the witch—who are the inimical
forces in this story. Gretel’s importance in the children’s deliverance
reassures the child that a female can be a rescuer as well as a destroyer.
Probably even more important is the fact that Hansel saves them once
and then later Gretel saves them again, which suggests to children that
as they grow up they must come to rely more and more on their age
mates for mutual help and understanding. This idea reinforces the
story’s main thrust, which is a warning against regression, and an en-
couragement of growth toward a higher plane of psychological and
intellectual existence.

“Hansel and Gretel” ends with the heroes returning to the home
from which they started, and now finding happiness there. This is psy-
chologically correct, because a young child, driven into his adventures
by oral or oedipal problems, cannot hope to find happiness outside the
home. If all is to go well in his development, he must work these
problems out while still dependent on his parents. Only through good
relations with his parents can a child successfully mature into adoles-
cence.

Having overcome his oedipal difficulties, mastered his oral anxieties,
sublimated those of his cravings which cannot be satisfied realistically,
and learned that wishful thinking has to be replaced by intelligent ac-
tion, the child is ready to live happily again with his parents. This is
symbolized by the treasures Hansel and Gretel bring home to share
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with their father. Rather than expecting everything good to come from
the parents, the older child needs to be able to make some contribution
to the emotional well-being of himself and his family.

As “Hansel and Gretel” begins matter-of-factly with the worries of a
poor woodcutter’s family unable to make ends meet, it ends on an
equally down-to-earth level. Although the story tells that the children
brought home a pile of pearls and precious stones, nothing further
suggests that their economic way of life was changed. This emphasizes
the symbolic nature of these jewels. The tale concludes: “Then all
worries ended, and they lived together in perfect joy. My tale is ended;
there runs a mouse, who catches it may make himself a big fur cap
out of it.” Nothing has changed by the end of “Hansel and Gretel” but
inner attitudes; or, more correctly, all has changed because inner atti-
tudes have changed. No more will the children feel pushed out, de-
serted, and lost in the darkness of the forest; nor will they seek for the
miraculous gingerbread house. But neither will they encounter or fear
the witch, since they have proved to themselves that through their com-
bined efforts they can outsmart her and be victorious. Industry, making
something good even out of unpromising material (such as by using
the fur of a mouse intelligently for making a cap), is the virtue and real
achievement of the school-age child who has fought through and mas-
tered the oedipal difficulties.

“Hansel and Gretel” is one of many fairy tales where two siblings
cooperate in rescuing each other and succeed because of their com-
bined efforts. These stories direct the child toward transcending his
immature dependence on his parents and reaching the next higher
stage of development: cherishing also the support of age mates. Co-
operating with them in meeting life’s tasks will eventually have to re-
place the child’s single-minded reliance on his parents only. The child
of school age often cannot yet believe that he ever will be able to meet
the world without his parents; that is why he wishes to hold on to them
beyond the necessary point. He needs to learn to trust that someday he
will master the dangers of the world, even in the exaggerated form in
which his fears depict them, and be enriched by it.

The child views existential dangers not objectively, but fantastically
exaggerated in line with his immature dread—for example, personified
as a child-devouring witch. “Hansel and Gretel” encourages the child
to explore on his own even the figments of his anxious imagination,
because such fairy tales give him confidence that he can master not
only the real dangers which his parents told him about, but even those
vastly exaggerated ones which he fears exist.

A witch as created by the child’s anxious fantasies will haunt him;
but a witch he can push into her own oven and bumn to death is a
witch the child can believe himself rid of. As long as children continue
to believe in witches—they always have and always will, up to the age
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when they no longer are compelled to give their formless apprehensions
humanlike appearance—they need to be told stories in which children,
by being ingenious, rid themselves of these persecuting figures of their
imagination. By succeeding in doing so, they gain immensely from the
experience, as did Hansel and Gretel.

ROBERT DARNTON

Peasants Tell Tales: The Meaning of Mother Gooset

The mental world of the unenlightened during the Enlightenment
seems to be irretrievably lost. It is so difficult, if not impossible, to locate
the common man in the eighteenth century that it seems foolish to
search for his cosmology. But before abandoning the attempt, it might
be useful to suspend one’s disbelief and to consider a story—a story
everyone knows, though not in the following version, which is the tale
more or less as it was told around firesides in peasant cottages during
long winter evenings in eighteenth-century France.!

Once a little girl was told by her mother to bring some bread
and milk to her grandmother. As the girl was walking through the
forest, a wolf came up to her and asked where she was going.

“To grandmother’s house,” she replied.

“Which path are you taking, the path of the pins or the path of
the needles?”

“The path of the needles.”

So the wolf took the path of the pins and arrived first at the
house. He killed grandmother, poured her blood into a bottle, and
sliced her flesh onto a platter. Then he got into her nightclothes
and waited in bed.

“Knock, knock.”

“Come in, my dear.”

“Hello, grandmother. I've brought you some bread and milk.”

“Have something yourself, my dear. There is meat and wine in
the pantry.”

So the little girl ate what was offered; and as she did, a little cat

t From Robert Darnton, “Peasants Tell Tales: The Meaning of Mother Goose,” in The Great

Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History (New York: Basic Books, 1984)
9-22. Copyright © 1984 by Basic Books, Inc. Reprinted by permission of Basic Books, a
division of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc. The autgor’s footnotes have been edited for this
!}l](:rton Cnu(ciald‘Edition.

is text and those of the other French folktales discussed in this essay come from Paul
Delarue and Marie-Louise Tenéze, Le Conte populaire frangais (Paris, 19y76), 3 vols., which
is the best of the French folktale collections because it provides all the recorded versions of
each tale along with background information about how they were gathered from oral sources,
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said, “Slut! To eat the flesh and drink the blood of your
grandmother!”

Then the wolf said, “Undress and get into bed with me.”

“Where shall I put my apron?”

“Throw it on the fire; you won't need it any more.”

For each garment—bodice, skirt, petticoat, and stockings—the
girl asked the same question; and each time the wolf answered,
“Throw it on the fire; you won’t need it any more.”

When the girl got in bed, she said, “Oh, grandmother! How
hairy you are!”

“It's to keep me warmer, my dear.”

“Oh, grandmother! What big shoulders you have!”

“It’s for better carrying firewood, my dear.”

“Oh, grandmother! What long nails you have!”

“It’s for scratching myself better, my dear.”

“Oh, grandmother! What big teeth you have!”

“It’s for eating you better, my dear.”

And he ate her.

What is the moral of this story? For little gitls, clearly: stay away from
wolves. For historians, it seems to be saying something about the mental
world of the early modern peasantry. But what? How can one begin to
interpret such a text? One way leads through psychoanalysis. The an-
alysts have given folktales a thorough going-over, picking out hidden
symbols, unconscious motifs, and psychic mechanisms. Consider, for
example, the exegesis of “Little Red Riding Hood” by two of the best
known psychoanalysts, Erich Fromm and Bruno Bettelheim.

Fromm interpreted the tale as a riddle about the collective uncon-
scious in primitive society, and he solved it “without difficulty” by de-
coding its “symbolic language.” The story concerns an adolescent’s
confrontation with adult sexuality, he explained. Its hidden meaning
shows through its symbolism—but the symbols he saw in his version of
the text were based on details that did not exist in the versions known
to peasants in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Thus he makes
a great deal of the (nonexistent) red riding hood as a symbol of men-
struation and of the (nonexistent) bottle carried by the girl as a symbol
of virginity: hence the mother’s (nonexistent) admonition not to stray
from the path into wild terrain where she might break it. The wolf is
the ravishing male. And the two (nonexistent) stones that are placed in
the wolf’s belly after the (nonexistent) hunter extricates the girl and her
grandmother, stand for sterility, the punishment for breaking a sexual
taboo. So, with an uncanny sensitivity to detail that did not occur in
the original folktale, the psychoanalyst takes us into a mental universe
that never existed, at least not before the advent of psychoanalysis.?

2. Erich Fromm, The Forgotten Languaéa: An Introduction to the Understanding of Dreams,
Fairy Tales and Myths (New York, 1951), pp. 235-41, quotation from p. 240.




