
The Uses Of Enchantment Bruno Bettelheim

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Choi & Becker
• Read more, learn more. • Page 1

The Uses Of
Enchantment Bruno

Bettelheim

The Uses Of
Enchantment
Bruno
Bettelheim:
Understanding
the
Psychological
Power of Fairy
Tales

Few books have reshaped
h o w  w e  t h i n k  a b o u t
children's  literature  as
profoundly as The Uses Of
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  published  in

1976.  In  this  landmark
work,  child  psychologist
Bruno  Bettelheim  argued
that fairy tales are far more
than  simple  stories—they
are  essential  tools  for
psychological development.
Bettelheim's  central  thesis
is  that  traditional  fairy
ta l e s ,  t h rough  the i r
symbolic  language  and
archetypal characters, help
chi ldren  navigate  the
c o m p l e x  e m o t i o n a l
landscape  of  growing  up.
Th is  ar t ic le  exp lores
B e t t e l h e i m ' s  k e y
a r g u m e n t s ,  t h e
psychological  mechanisms
he  identified,  and  why  his
work  remains  relevant



d e c a d e s  a f t e r  i t s
publication.

Who Was Bruno
Bettelheim and Why
Did He Write This
Book?

Bruno  Bettelheim  was  a
renowned  Austrian-born
psychologist  who  survived
t h e  D a c h a u  a n d
Buchenwald  concentration
camps before emigrating to
the  United  States.  He
became  a  professor  of
p s y c h o l o g y  a t  t h e
University  of  Chicago  and
d i r e c t e d  t h e  S o n i a
Shankman  Orthogenic
School  for  emotionally
d i s t u r b e d  c h i l d r e n .
Bettelheim's experiences in
concentrat ion  camps
shaped  his  understanding
of  how  individuals  cope
with extreme psychological
stress, and this perspective
informed  his  analysis  of
fairy  tales.

Bettelheim  wrote  The
Uses  Of  Enchantment
Bruno  Bettelheim  at  a
time  when  many  parents
a n d  e d u c a t o r s  w e r e
dismissing  fairy  tales  as
outdated or even harmful.
Some  argued  that  stories
l ike  "Litt le  Red  Riding
Hood"  or  "Hansel  and
Gretel" were too violent or
frightening  for  modern
chi ldren.  Bette lhe im
countered  this  view  by
arguing  that  fairy  tales
a d d r e s s  t h e  r e a l
psychological  struggles
chi ldren  face—fear  of
abandonment,  sibl ing
rivalry,  Oedipal  conflicts,
a n d  t h e  n e e d  f o r
independence. By engaging
with these stories, children
gain  symbolic  insight  into
their own inner worlds.

The Core Argument:
Fairy Tales as
Psychological
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Guidance

At the heart of The Uses
Of  Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  is  the  idea
that  fairy  tales  speak
directly to the unconscious
mind.  Unl ike  real ist ic
literature,  fairy  tales  use
fantasy,  symbolism,  and
archetypal  characters  to
represent universal human
conflicts.  Bettelheim  drew
heav i l y  on  F reud ian
psychoanalysis to interpret
these stories, arguing that
t h e y  p r o v i d e  a  s a f e
framework  for  children  to
confront their deepest fears
and desires.

Symbolic
Communication with the
Unconscious

Bettelheim  argued  that
chi ldren  often  cannot
articulate  their  emotional
struggles in rational terms.
A child who feels jealous of
a new sibling, for example,
m a y  n o t  h a v e  t h e

vocabulary to express that
jealousy.  Fairy tales offer a
symbolic  language  that
bypasses  the  need  for
direct  explanation.  The
wicked  stepmother,  the
jealous  sibl ing,  or  the
menacing wolf all represent
real emotional threats that
children  may  experience.
By identifying with the hero
who  overcomes  these
obstacles,  children  learn
that their own struggles are
surmountable.

T h i s  s y m b o l i c
communication is central to
w h y  T h e  U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  remains
influential.  Bettelheim
demonstrated  that  the
most  enduring  fairy  tales
e n c o d e  p r o f o u n d
psychological  truths within
their simple narratives. The
queen's  poisoned apple in
"Snow  White"  represents
the  dangerous  temptation
of  giving  in  to  envy  or
vanity.  The  prince's  kiss



symbolizes  the  power  of
authentic  love  to  break
destructive  spells.  These
meanings  operate  below
the  consc ious  l eve l ,
allowing children to absorb
them without the need for
intellectual analysis.

The Structure of Moral
Development

Another key contribution of
T h e  U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
B e t t e l h e i m  i s  t h e
argument  that  fairy  tales
s u p p o r t  m o r a l
development.  Bettelheim
noted that traditional fairy
tales are not didactic in the
w a y  t h a t  m o d e r n
moralizing  stories  often
are.  Instead,  they  present
clear  contrasts  between
good  and  evi l ,  reward
v i r t u e ,  a n d  p u n i s h
wickedness.  This  moral
clar ity  helps  chi ldren
develop a sense of justice
and  understand  that  their
c h o i c e s  h a v e

consequences.

However,  Bettelheim  was
careful  to  distinguish fairy
tales  from  fables.  Fables,
l i ke  t hose  o f  Aesop ,
explicitly state their  moral
lessons  and  often  leave
l i t t l e  r o o m  f o r
interpretation.  Fairy  tales,
by contrast, allow children
t o  d r a w  t h e i r  o w n
conclusions. The child who
hears "Cinderella" does not
n e e d  t o  b e  t o l d  t h a t
kindness and patience are
v a l u a b l e — t h e  s t o r y
d e m o n s t r a t e s  t h i s
organically.  This  implicit
moral  teaching  is  more
power fu l  because  i t
engages  the  child's  own
emotional  and  cognitive
processing.

Key Fairy Tales
Analyzed in The Uses
Of Enchantment

Bet te lhe im  devo ted
substantial portions of The
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Uses  Of  Enchantment
Bruno  Bettelheim  to
deta i led  ana lyses  o f
specific  fairy  tales.  Each
analysis  reveals  how  the
s t o r y  f u n c t i o n s
psychologically and why it
h a s  e n d u r e d  a c r o s s
cultures and generations.

"Little Red Riding
Hood": Confronting
Predatory Dangers

Bettelheim  interpreted
"Little Red Riding Hood" as
a story about the dangers
of  giving  in  to  instinctual
i m p u l s e s .  T h e  w o l f
represents  the  predatory
aspects  of  human  nature,
both external and internal.
Red Riding Hood's red hood
symbolizes menstrual blood
and  the  awakening  of
sexuality.  By  disobeying
her mother and talking to
the wolf, she succumbs to
temptation  and  must  be
rescued  by  the  hunter.
Bettelheim argued that this
s to ry  he lps  ch i ld ren

understand that  the world
contains  real  dangers  and
that  following  parental
guidance is protective, not
restrictive.

The  original  versions  of
"Little  Red  Riding  Hood"
end with  the girl  and her
grandmother  being  eaten,
with no rescue. Bettelheim
explored how later versions
softened  the  ending  to
provide  reassurance  while
retaining  the  essential
warning.  This  evolution
itself  demonstrates  how
fairy  tales  adapt  to  meet
the psychological needs of
their audience.

"The Three Little Pigs":
The Importance of
Preparation and Growth

Bettelheim saw "The Three
L i t t l e  P i g s "  a s  a
developmental story about
growth  and  maturity.  The
first  two  pigs,  who  build
flimsy  houses,  represent
i m m a t u r e  s t a g e s  o f



development  where  the
child  seeks  immediate
gratification.  The  third  pig,
who  builds  with  brick,
represents  the  mature
ability to delay gratification
and plan for the future. The
wolf,  again,  represents
external or internal threats
that  must  be  faced  with
p r e p a r a t i o n  a n d
cleverness.

Bettelheim noted that this
story  reassures  children
that  growing  up  involves
l e a r n i n g  t o  h a n d l e
c h a l l e n g e s  m o r e
effectively.  The  third  pig
not  only  surv ives  but
o u t s m a r t s  t h e  w o l f ,
showing  that  intelligence
and foresight triumph over
brute  force.  This  message
is particularly important for
children  who  may  feel
power less  in  a  wor ld
dominated  by  adults.

"Jack and the

Beanstalk": The Hero's
Journey toward
Independence

Bettelheim  interpreted
"Jack and the Beanstalk" as
an Oedipal story about the
child's  struggle to surpass
the  fa ther  and  c la im
independence.  Jack's  poor
mother  and  the  absent
father  figure  create  a
situation  where  Jack  must
become his own man. The
beanstalk  represents
growth and aspiration. The
giant, with his threatening
cr ies,  represents  the
powerful  adult  world  that
the  child  must  learn  to
confront. Jack's theft of the
hen that lays golden eggs
and  the  s ing ing  harp
symbolizes  acquiring  the
attributes of adult potency
and creativity.

This reading of  The Uses
Of  Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  shows  how
even  apparently  simple
adventure tales carry deep
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psychological weight. Jack's
success  encourages
children  to  believe  that
t h e y  c a n  o v e r c o m e
obstacles  and  achieve
mastery,  even  when  the
odds seem daunting.

"The Sleeping Beauty":
The Transition to
Adulthood

For  Bette lhe im,  "The
Sleeping Beauty" is a story
about adolescence and the
transition from childhood to
adulthood.  The  princess's
long  sleep  represents  the
latency period of childhood,
a  time  of  relative  quiet
before  the  tumultuous
changes  of  puberty.  The
spindle  that  pricks  her
finger  symbolizes  the
inevitable  awakening  of
sexuality.  The  prince  who
awakens  her  with  a  kiss
represents the approach of
mature  love.  Bettelheim
argued that this story helps
girls  understand  that  the
changes  of  puberty  are

natu ra l  and  tha t  the
awakening  of  sexuality,
w h i l e  p o t e n t i a l l y
f r ighten ing,  leads  to
fulfillment.

The  hundred-year  sleep
a l so  symbo l i zes  t he
patience  required  during
development. The princess
is not rescued immediately;
she  must  wa i t ,  as  a l l
children must wait, for the
right time. This element of
T h e  U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  emphasizes
the importance of allowing
psychological  processes to
unfold in their own time.

Criticism and Legacy
of The Uses Of
Enchantment

No discussion of The Uses
Of  Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  would  be
c o m p l e t e  w i t h o u t
a c k n o w l e d g i n g  t h e
criticisms  that  have  been



leveled  against  the  book.
Some scholars have argued
that  Bettelheim's  Freudian
interpretations  are  too
reductive,  forcing  all  fairy
t a l e s  i n t o  a  s i n g l e
psychological  framework.
Others  have  pointed  out
that  Bettelheim  ignored
cultural  variations  and
i m p o s e d  W e s t e r n
psychological  concepts  on
s tor ies  f rom  d iverse
traditions.

A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  a f t e r
Be t te lhe im 's  dea th ,
controversies  emerged
about  his  professional
practices and his academic
credentials.  Some  former
patients at the Orthogenic
School  accused  him  of
abusive  treatment.  Critics
have  a lso  noted  that
Bettelheim's interpretations
often  reflected  his  own
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
preoccupations rather than
the  original  meanings  of
the  tales.  These  issues
have  compl icated  his

legacy  and  led  some  to
dismiss his work entirely.

However,  despite  these
valid criticisms, The Uses
Of  Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  remains  a
seminal  text  because  it
opened up  a  new way  of
thinking  about  children's
l i t e r a t u r e .  B e f o r e
Bettelheim, fairy tales were
o f ten  seen  as  e i the r
entertainment  or  moral
instruction.  Bettelheim
demonstrated  that  they
a l so  se rve  p ro found
psychological functions. His
work  inspired  generations
of  parents,  teachers,  and
therapists to take children's
literature  seriously  and  to
consider  the  emotional
impact  of  stories.

Practical
Applications for
Parents and
Educators

Understanding  The  Uses
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Of  Enchantment  Bruno
B e t t e l h e i m  c a n  b e
valuable  for  anyone  who
works  with  children.  Here
are some practical insights
derived  from  Bettelheim's
work:

Allow children to
engage with the
full story.
Bettelheim argued
against sanitizing
fairy tales. The scary
elements are not
gratuitous; they
serve a psychological
purpose. Children
need to experience
the threat and the
resolution to develop
emotional resilience.
Encourage
retelling and play.
When children retell
fairy tales or act
them out, they
process the
emotional content. A
child who plays "the
wolf" may be
exploring their own

aggressive impulses
in a safe context.
Discuss the story
without
overinterpreting.
Bettelheim believed
that asking a child
"what did the story
mean?" could
interfere with the
unconscious
processing. It is
better to let the story
work its magic
without excessive
analysis.
Use fairy tales to
begin
conversations. If a
child is struggling
with a particular
issue—fear of
separation, jealousy,
anxiety—a fairy tale
that addresses that
theme can open a
door for discussion
without direct
confrontation.
Respect the child's
developing moral



sense. Bettelheim
emphasized that
children absorb moral
lessons from stories
in their own time.
Trust the story to do
its work.

The Enduring
Relevance of The
Uses Of
Enchantment

In an age of digital media
and  constant  stimulation,
T h e  U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim reminds us of
the  power  o f  s imp le ,
traditional  stories.  Fairy
tales  have  survived  for
t h o u s a n d s  o f  y e a r s
because  they  speak  to
something  fundamental  in
human  experience.  They
offer  children  a  language
for their deepest fears and
h ighes t  hopes .  They
provide models of courage,
persistence,  and  moral
clarity that are as needed

t o d a y  a s  t h e y  w e r e
centuries  ago.

Bette lhe im's  centra l
insight—that  fairy  tales
help  children  find  meaning
in  their  lives—resonates
p e r h a p s  e v e n  m o r e
strongly now. Many modern
c h i l d r e n  f a c e
unprecedented  levels  of
anxiety and pressure.  The
symbolic  reassurance  of
fairy tales, their clear moral
s t ruc tu re ,  and  the i r
p r o m i s e  t h a t  g o o d
ultimately  triumphs  over
evil can be a vital resource
for emotional health.

While some of Bettelheim's
specific interpretations may
be dated, his fundamental
contr ibut ion  remains
sound:  chi ldren  need
stories that speak to their
inner  lives.  The Uses  Of
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  gave  us  a
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
understanding  why  fairy
tales matter and how they
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contr ibute  to  healthy
development.  For  that
reason, the book continues
to be read and discussed,
and  its  influence  can  be
seen  in  fields  ranging  from
education to psychotherapy
to literary criticism.

Connecting Fairy Tales
to Modern
Developmental
Psychology

Contemporary  research  in
developmental  psychology
has  largely  confirmed
Bettelheim's  intuitions.
Studies show that children
who engage with narrative
fiction  develop  stronger
empathy, better emotional
regulat ion,  and  more
soph i s t i ca ted  mora l
reasoning. Fairy tales, with
their  clear  emotional  arcs
and archetypal characters,
are  particularly  effective  at
fostering  these  skills.  The
symbolic  language  that
Bettelheim  identified  as
central  to  fairy  tales  has

been  shown  to  activate
neural networks associated
with  emotional  processing
and social cognition.

Furthermore,  the  very
structure of fairy tales—the
departure from home,  the
encounter with challenges,
t h e  r e t u r n
transformed—mirrors  the
classic  hero's  journey that
Joseph Campbell described.
Bettelheim recognized that
this  structure  is  also  the
structure  of  psychological
development  itself.  The
child must leave the safety
of the family, face the trials
of the world, and return as
an independent  individual.
Fairy  tales  dramatize  this
journey  and  provide  the
emotional  support  that
makes  it  bearable.

Conclusion: Why The
Uses Of
Enchantment Still



Matters

T h e  U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  remains  an

essential  work  for  anyone
who  wants  to  understand
the  deep  psychological
significance  of  fairy  tales.
Despite  controversies
surrounding the author, the


