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THE USES OF
ENCHANTMENT
BRUNO
BETTELHEIM:
UNDERSTANDING
THE
PSYCHOLOGICAL
POWER OF FAIRY
TALES

F e w  b o o k s  h a v e
reshaped how we think
a b o u t  c h i l d r e n ' s
literature as profoundly
a s  T h e  U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  published
i n  1 9 7 6 .  I n  t h i s
landmark  work,  child

psychologist  Bruno
Bettelheim argued that
fairy tales are far more
t h a n  s i m p l e
s to r ies—they  a re
essential  tools  for
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
d e v e l o p m e n t .
Bettelheim's  central
thesis is that traditional
fairy  tales,  through
t h e i r  s y m b o l i c
l a n g u a g e  a n d
archetypal  characters,
help  children  navigate
the complex emotional
landscape  of  growing
u p .  T h i s  a r t i c l e
explores  Bettelheim's
key  arguments,  the
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
m e c h a n i s m s  h e
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identified,  and  why  his
work remains relevant
decades  a f te r  i t s
publication.

Who Was
Bruno
Bettelhei
m and
Why Did
He Write
This
Book?
Bruno  Bettelheim  was
a  renowned  Austrian-
born psychologist  who
survived  the  Dachau
a n d  B u c h e n w a l d
concentration  camps
before  emigrating  to
the  United  States.  He
became a professor of

psychology  at  the
University  of  Chicago
and directed the Sonia
Shankman  Orthogenic
School  for  emotionally
disturbed  children.
B e t t e l h e i m ' s
e x p e r i e n c e s  i n
concentration  camps
s h a p e d  h i s
understanding  of  how
individuals  cope  with
extreme  psychological
s t r e s s ,  a n d  t h i s
perspective  informed
his  analysis  of  fairy
tales.
Bettelheim  wrote  The
U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  at  a time
when  many  parents
and  educators  were
dismissing  fairy  tales
as  outdated  or  even
harmful.  Some argued
that stories like "Little
Red  Riding  Hood"  or
"Hansel  and  Gretel"
were  too  violent  or
frightening for modern
children.  Bettelheim
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countered this view by
arguing that fairy tales
a d d r e s s  t h e  r e a l
psychological struggles
children  face—fear  of
abandonment,  sibling
r i v a l r y ,  O e d i p a l
conflicts,  and  the  need
for  independence.  By
engaging  with  these
stories,  children  gain
symbolic  insight  into
their own inner worlds.

The Core
Argument
: Fairy
Tales as
Psycholo
gical
Guidance
At  the  heart  of  The
U s e s  O f

Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim is the idea
that  fairy  tales  speak
d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e
unconscious  mind.
U n l i k e  r e a l i s t i c
literature,  fairy  tales
u s e  f a n t a s y ,
s y m b o l i s m ,  a n d
archetypal  characters
to  represent  universal
human  conflicts.
B e t t e l h e i m  d r e w
heavily  on  Freudian
psychoanalysis  to
interpret these stories,
argu ing  that  they
p r o v i d e  a  s a f e
framework for children
t o  c o n f r o n t  t h e i r
deepest  fears  and
desires.

SYMBOLIC
COMMUNICATION
WITH THE
UNCONSCIOUS

Bettelheim argued that
children  often  cannot
a r t i c u l a t e  t h e i r
emotional  struggles  in
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rational terms. A child
who feels jealous of a
n e w  s i b l i n g ,  f o r
example, may not have
the  vocabulary  to
express  that  jealousy.
Fairy  tales  offer  a
symbolic language that
bypasses the need for
direct explanation. The
wicked stepmother, the
jealous  sibling,  or  the
menac ing  wol f  a l l
r e p r e s e n t  r e a l
emotional  threats  that
c h i l d r e n  m a y
e x p e r i e n c e .  B y
identifying  with  the
hero  who  overcomes
t h e s e  o b s t a c l e s ,
children  learn  that
their own struggles are
surmountable.
T h i s  s y m b o l i c
communicat ion  is
central  to  why  The
U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  remains
influential.  Bettelheim
demonstrated that the
most  enduring  fairy

tales  encode profound
psychological  truths
within  their  simple
narratives. The queen's
po isoned  apple  in
" S n o w  W h i t e "
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
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
c o n s c i o u s  l e v e l ,
allowing  children  to
absorb  them  without
t h e  n e e d  f o r
intellectual analysis.

THE STRUCTURE OF
MORAL
DEVELOPMENT

A n o t h e r  k e y
contribution  of  The
U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  is  the
argument  that  fairy
tales  support  moral
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d e v e l o p m e n t .
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 evil,
reward  virtue,  and
punish  wickedness.
This moral clarity helps
children  develop  a
sense  of  justice  and
understand  that  their
c h o i c e s  h a v e
consequences.
However,  Bettelheim
w a s  c a r e f u l  t o
distinguish  fairy  tales
from  fables.  Fables,
like  those  of  Aesop,
explicitly  state  their
moral  lessons  and
often leave little room
for interpretation. Fairy
tales,  by  contrast,
allow children to draw
their  own conclusions.
The  child  who  hears
"Cinderella"  does  not
need  to  be  told  that

kindness and patience
are valuable—the story
demonstrates  this
o rgan ica l l y .  Th i s
implicit moral teaching
i s  m o r e  p o w e r f u l
because it engages the
child's  own  emotional
a n d  c o g n i t i v e
processing.

Key Fairy
Tales
Analyzed
in The
Uses Of
Enchant
ment
Bettelheim  devoted
substantial  portions  of
T h e  U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
B e t t e l h e i m  t o
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detailed  analyses  of
specific  fairy  tales.
Each  analysis  reveals
how the story functions
psychologically  and
why  it  has  endured
across  cultures  and
generations.

"LITTLE RED RIDING
HOOD":
CONFRONTING
PREDATORY
DANGERS

Bettelheim  interpreted
"L i t t le  Red  Rid ing
Hood" as a story about
the  dangers  of  giving
i n  t o  i n s t i n c t u a l
impulses.  The  wolf
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
predatory  aspects  of
human  nature,  both
external  and  internal.
Red Riding Hood's red
h o o d  s y m b o l i z e s
menstrual  blood  and
the  awaken ing  o f
s e x u a l i t y .  B y
disobeying her mother
and talking to the wolf,

s h e  s u c c u m b s  t o
temptation  and  must
be  rescued  by  the
hunter.  Bettelheim
argued that  this  story
h e l p s  c h i l d r e n
understand  that  the
world  contains  real
dangers  and  tha t
fol lowing  parental
guidance is protective,
not restrictive.
The original versions of
"L i t t le  Red  Rid ing
Hood" end with the girl
and  her  grandmother
being  eaten,  with  no
rescue.  Bettelheim
explored  how  later
versions  softened  the
ending  to  prov ide
reassurance  whi le
retaining the essential
warning. This evolution
itself  demonstrates
how  fairy  tales  adapt
t o  m e e t  t h e
psychological needs of
their audience.
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"THE THREE LITTLE
PIGS": THE
IMPORTANCE OF
PREPARATION AND

GROWTH

Bettelheim  saw  "The
Three Little Pigs" as a
developmental  story
about  growth  and
maturity.  The  first  two
pigs,  who  build  flimsy
houses,  represent
immature  stages  of
development  where
t h e  c h i l d  s e e k s
i m m e d i a t e
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 preparation
and cleverness.
Bettelheim  noted  that
this  story  reassures
children  that  growing

up involves learning to
handle  chal lenges
more  effectively.  The
th i rd  p ig  not  on ly
survives but outsmarts
the wolf, showing that
i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d
foresight  triumph over
b ru te  f o r ce .  Th i s
message is particularly
important  for  children
w h o  m a y  f e e l
powerless  in  a  world
dominated by adults.

"JACK AND THE
BEANSTALK": THE
HERO'S JOURNEY
TOWARD
INDEPENDENCE

Bettelheim  interpreted
" J a c k  a n d  t h e
B e a n s t a l k "  a s  a n
Oedipal story about the
chi ld's  struggle  to
surpass the father and
claim  independence.
Jack's poor mother and
the  absent  fa ther
figure  create  a
situation  where  Jack
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must become his  own
man.  The  beanstalk
represents growth and
aspiration.  The  giant,
with  his  threatening
cries,  represents  the
powerful  adult  world
that  the  child  must
learn to confront. Jack's
theft  of  the  hen  that
lays  golden  eggs  and
t h e  s i n g i n g  h a r p
symbolizes  acquiring
the attributes of  adult
potency and creativity.
This  reading  of  The
U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  shows
how  even  apparently
simple adventure tales
c a r r y  d e e p
psychological  weight.
J a c k ' s  s u c c e s s
encourages children to
believe  that  they  can
overcome  obstacles
and  achieve  mastery,
even  when  the  odds
seem daunting.

"THE SLEEPING
BEAUTY": THE
TRANSITION TO
ADULTHOOD

For  Bettelheim,  "The
Sleeping  Beauty"  is  a
s t o r y  a b o u t
adolescence  and  the
t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m
childhood to adulthood.
The  princess's  long
sleep  represents  the
la tency  per iod  o f
childhood,  a  time  of
relative  quiet  before
t h e  t u m u l t u o u s
changes  of  puberty.
The spindle that pricks
her  finger  symbolizes
t h e  i n e v i t a b l e
awakening of sexuality.
T h e  p r i n c e  w h o
awakens  her  with  a
kiss  represents  the
approach  of  mature
l ove .  Be t te l he im
argued that  this  story
helps  girls  understand
that  the  changes  of
puberty  are  natural
a n d  t h a t  t h e
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awakening of sexuality,
wh i le  po tent ia l l y
frightening,  leads  to
fulfillment.
The  hundred-year
sleep  also  symbolizes
the  patience  required
during  development.
The  princess  is  not
rescued  immediately;
she  must  wait,  as  all
children must wait, for
the  right  time.  This
element  of  The Uses
Of  Enchantment
Bruno  Bettelheim
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
importance of allowing
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
processes to unfold in
their own time.

Criticism
and
Legacy of

The Uses
Of
Enchant
ment
No  discussion  of  The
U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  would  be
complete  wi thout
acknowledging  the
criticisms  that  have
been  leveled  against
t h e  b o o k .  S o m e
scholars  have  argued
that  Bette lhe im's
F r e u d i a n
interpretations are too
reductive,  forcing  all
fairy tales into a single
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
framework.  Others
have pointed out  that
Bettelheim  ignored
cultural  variations and
imposed  Western
psychological concepts
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on stories from diverse
traditions.
Additionally,  after
Bettelheim's  death,
controversies emerged
about  his  professional
p rac t i ces  and  h i s
academic  credentials.
Some  former  patients
at  the  Orthogenic
School accused him of
abusive  treatment.
Critics have also noted
that  Bette lhe im's
interpretations  often
reflected  his  own
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
preoccupations  rather
than  the  o r i g i na l
meanings of the tales.
These  issues  have
complicated his legacy
a n d  l e d  s o m e  t o
d i s m i s s  h i s  w o r k
entirely.
However, despite these
valid  criticisms,  The
U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim remains a
seminal text because it
opened up a new way

of  th ink ing  about
children's  literature.
Before  Bettelheim,
fairy  tales  were  often
s e e n  a s  e i t h e r
entertainment or moral
instruction.  Bettelheim
demonstrated  that
t h e y  a l s o  s e r v e
profound psychological
functions.  His  work
inspired generations of
parents,  teachers,  and
therapists  to  take
children's  literature
s e r i o u s l y  a n d  t o
consider the emotional
impact of stories.

Practical
Applicatio
ns for
Parents
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and
Educators
Understanding  The
U s e s  O f
Enchantment  Bruno
Bettelheim  can  be
valuable  for  anyone
w h o  w o r k s  w i t h
chi ldren.  Here  are
some practical insights
d e r i v e d  f r o m
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
overinterpretin
g. 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
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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
Relevanc
e of The
Uses Of
Enchant
ment
In  an  age  of  digital
media  and  constant
stimulation, The Uses
Of  Enchantment
Bruno  Bettelheim
reminds  us  o f  the
p o w e r  o f  s i m p l e ,
traditional  stories.
F a i r y  t a l e s  h a v e
survived for thousands
of years because they
speak  to  something
fundamental in human
experience.  They  offer
children a language for
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their deepest fears and
highest  hopes.  They
provide  models  of
courage,  persistence,
and moral  clarity  that
are as needed today as
they  were  centuries
ago.
Bettelheim's  central
insight—that fairy tales
help  children  find
m e a n i n g  i n  t h e i r
l i v e s — r e s o n a t e s
perhaps  even  more
strongly  now.  Many
modern  children  face
unprecedented  levels
o f  a n x i e t y  a n d
pressure. The symbolic
reassurance  of  fairy
tales, their clear moral
structure,  and  their
promise  that  good
ultimately  triumphs
over evil can be a vital
resource for emotional
health.
W h i l e  s o m e  o f
Bettelheim's  specific
interpretations may be
dated, his fundamental
contribution  remains

sound:  children  need
stories  that  speak  to
their  inner  lives.  The
U s e s  O f
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 contribute 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  deve lopmenta l
psychology has largely
confirmed  Bettelheim's
intuit ions.  Studies
show that children who
engage  with  narrative
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fiction  develop
stronger  empathy,
be t te r  emot iona l
regulation,  and  more
sophisticated  moral
reasoning.  Fairy  tales,
w i t h  t h e i r  c l e a r
emotional  arcs  and
archetypal  characters,
a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y
effective  at  fostering
t h e s e  s k i l l s .  T h e
symbolic language that
Bettelheim  identified
as central to fairy tales
has  been  shown  to
a c t i v a t e  n e u r a l
networks  associated
w i t h  e m o t i o n a l
processing  and  social
cognition.
Furthermore,  the  very
s t ructure  o f  fa i ry
tales—the  departure
f r o m  h o m e ,  t h e
e n c o u n t e r  w i t h
challenges,  the  return
transformed—mirrors
the  c lass ic  hero 's
journey  that  Joseph
Campbell  described.
Bettelheim  recognized

that  this  structure  is
also  the  structure  of
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
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
t h i s  j o u r n e y  a n d
provide  the  emotional
support  that  makes  it
bearable.

Conclusio
n: Why
The Uses
Of
Enchant
ment Still



The Uses Of Enchantment Bruno
Bettelheim 15

15

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
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
significance  of  fairy
t a l e s .  D e s p i t e
c o n t r o v e r s i e s
s u r r o u n d i n g  t h e
author,  the


