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"Stepmothers hate their husband's children." This proverbial statement from the Iraqi folktale "The 
Little Red Fish and the Clog of Gold" (Bushnaq 1986, 181; AT 510A, Cinderella) expresses a 
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(2)

1

2
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sentiment found in thousands of tales around the world. There are many reasons why fairy-tale 

villains are so often cast as stepmothers (P282, "Stepmother").

To begin with, mortality rates were very high in the preindustrial times when most traditional fairy 

tales were evolving. Economic pressure to remarry quickly following the death of a spouse led to 
many matrimonial mismatches, or at least the expectations of the twenty-first century would label 

them as such. Substantial differences in emotional makeup and age were common. For a child to 
have a stepparent was not unusual, and often the replacement parent would be quite unlike the 

deceased one. But why are the female stepparents, rather than their male counterparts, so often 
cast as villains by traditional storytellers? This familiar observation is at first view all the more 

puzzling when one considers that household stories were transmitted primarily by women. One 
explanation is socialization, for in a strongly patriarchal society no one, not even in a fantasy tale, 

would be comfortable laying too much blame on male characters. Further, by placing other mother 
figures in bad light, the female storytellers could make themselves look good by comparison. These 

tales of abusive females also serve as a warning to the man of the house, who--given the realities of 

mortality--soon might be looking for a new wife.

Moreover, these accounts may reflect the workings of a "selfish gene," to quote sociobiologist 

Richard Dawkins (1976), theorizing about an inherent tendency for all living things to promote their 
own genetic material to future generations. If true, such theories would explain a natural proclivity for 

a stepparent to favor his or her own offspring over those of a new spouse. Recent sociological 
studies indicate that this may be the case. See, for example, Daly and Wilson (1999), Case and 

Paxson (2000), and Case, McLanahan, and Lin (2000).

Whether or not the evil stepmothers of folklore reflect a past or present reality, they serve a number 

of important psychological functions, as pointed out by Bruno Bettelheim (1976, 66-73) and others. 
Fairy tales provide a socially acceptable outlet for the venting of pent-up aggressive feelings toward 

authority figures. Thus Hansel and Gretel (KHM 15; AT 327A, Hansel and Gretel) kill the witch who 
has both nurtured and terrorized them; then, upon returning home, they discover that their 

stepmother has died. In other tales, the previously victimized stepchildren directly witness (or 
perhaps even order) the execution of their stepmothers, and these are not gentle deaths, as 

illustrated by a few more examples from the Grimms' collection. Snow-White's stepmother is forced 

to dance herself to death wearing red-hot iron shoes (KHM 53; AT 709, Snow-White). Her 
counterpart in "Little Brother and Little Sister" (KHM 11; AT 450, same title) is burned to death. The 

murderous stepmother in "The Juniper Tree" (KHM 47; AT 720, My Mother Slew Me, My Father Ate 
Me. The Juniper Tree) is crushed by a millstone, dropped on her by a bird, a reincarnation of the 

stepson she killed earlier in the tale.

A stepmother's own daughter, whom she favors at the expense of the heroine, often shares the 

older woman's punishment. In the Grimms' "The White Bride and the Black Bride" (KHM 135; AT 
403A, The Wishes), the evil stepmother and stepsister are stripped naked, placed in a barrel 

studded with nails, then pulled through the countryside by a horse. Two tales from the Orient are 
even more drastic. Both the Vietnamese "Tam and Cam" (Thang and Lawson 1993, 75-89; AT 

510A, Cinderella) and the Indian "Teja and Teji" (Ramanujan 1991, 219-224; AT 511, One-Eye, Two
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-Eyes, Three-Eyes) end with the execution of the scheming stepsisters, whose flesh is then fed to 

their conspiracy partners, their own mothers.

In addition to providing graphic fantasies of revenge on authority figures, tales about wicked 

stepmothers also assist children in addressing their ambivalent feelings toward their closest parent, 
who is at once both nurturer and disciplinarian. By placing a hateful being in the revered office of 

motherhood, storytellers provide a character with two mutually contradictory parts, thus helping 
children cope with the often chaotic demands of growing up. This ambiguity is reflected in countless 

folktales and is especially obvious in some of the Grimms' best-known stories. Particularly revealing 
is their characterization of the woman who badgers her husband into abandoning Hansel and Gretel 

in the woods. In the Grimms' original version of this tale (1812), the shrewish woman is 
unambiguously identified as the children's mother, not their stepmother. However, in their final 

version (1856), they introduce her as a Stiefmutter (stepmother) but then proceed to call her Mutter 
(mother) twice in the text, and simply Frau (wife or woman) fourteen times.

Another infamous stepmother in the Grimms' collection also began her fairy-tale career as a mother. 

In the first edition of "Little Snow-White" (1812), the jealous queen who tries to kill the beautiful 
princess is clearly identified as the heroine's mother. In the second edition (1819), the Grimms 

added the explanation that Snow-White's mother died during childbirth and that the jealous queen 
was the father's second wife, hence Snow-White's stepmother. Yet another ambiguous mother-

stepmother is found in the Grimms' "The Twelve Brothers" (KHM 9; AT 451, The Maiden Who Seeks 
Her Brothers). Here the evildoer is the heroine's mother-in-law, the king's mother. She is called 

"mother" until the end of the tale when her perfidy is revealed, and then, we read, "the wicked 
stepmother was brought before the court and placed in a barrel filled with boiling oil and poisonous 

snakes, and she died an evil death." It seems, in this story at least, that the word "stepmother" has 
been redefined as "unworthy mother." This extended definition is authenticated in the dictionaries of 

several European languages. For example, Webster's Third New International Dictionary (1966) lists 
among the definitions of stepmother, "one that fails to give proper care or attention." No 

corresponding negative definition for stepfather is given.

A child's ambivalent feelings toward maternal authority are further demonstrated when one 

compares different versions of the same tale where storytellers have assigned the same role to 

different mother figures. Three Type 511 stories, all with essentially the same plot, illustrate this 
point. In the Grimms' "One-Eyes, Two-Eyes, and Three-Eyes" (KHM 130), the villain is the heroine's 

mother. In "The Wicked Stepmother" from Kashmir (Knowles 1893, 127-129), she is, as the title 
indicates, the stepmother. And in "Teja and Teji" from India (Ramanujan 1991, 219-224), the villain 

is the father's elder wife in a polygynous marriage.

Almost every tale featuring an abusive stepmother asks implicitly, "Why does the abused child's 

father permit this mistreatment?" But this question is rarely posed directly, much less answered. The 
German proverb, "Whoever has a stepmother also has a stepfather" (Wander 1867, 4, col. 854) 

refers to a perceived inability or unwillingness of fathers to curb stepmothers' cruelty, a major 
subtext in fairy tales, and one that for the most part remains unmentioned. In too many tales to 

enumerate, the widowed father, having taken a new wife, simply disappears from the storyteller's 
view, and the conflict between the new mistress of the house and her stepchildren unfolds 
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apparently without his knowledge and certainly without his intervention. One notable exception is the 

Russian tale "Baba Yaga" (Afanas'ev 1975, 363-365, AT 313H(*); Flight From the Witch), where the 
heroine's father, after establishing his wife's guilt, shoots her to death.

A curious detail in many folktales about wicked stepmothers is the matchmaking role of the father's 
daughter, thus laying part of the guilt for future abuse on the victim herself. An extreme example is 

found in "The Cat Cinderella" from Basile's Pentamerone (1932) (1:6; AT 510A). As the story opens, 
the heroine kills her cruel stepmother, hoping afterward to make a match between her father and a 

more affable woman. But her second step-mother turns out to be even more abusive than was the 
first, and to make matters worse, she brings into the marriage six daughters of her own that she had 

kept in hiding until then.

A number of tales, including the Grimms' "Three Little Men in the Woods" (KHM 13; AT 403B, 480), 

begin with the depiction of two girlfriends, one the daughter of a widow, the other the daughter of a 
widower. The widow approaches the man's daughter with the straightforward proposal, "Tell your 

father that I would like to marry him, and then you shall wash yourself in milk every morning and 

drink wine, but my own daughter shall wash herself in water and drink water." The heroine 
convinces her father, who is at first very reluctant, to marry the widow. Predictably, the stepmother 

keeps none of her promises, instead viciously turning against her stepdaughter, while favoring her 
own daughter at every turn. Also predictably, the stepmother's and stepdaughter's cruelty is repaid 

in kind. At the story's end, the king (who in the meantime has married the heroine) places the two 
evil ones into a barrel pierced with nails and rolls them down a hill into water.

In keeping with the "selfish gene" theory mentioned above, the cruelty of fairy-tale stepmothers is 
not entirely arbitrary. Typically a stepmother's abuse is motivated by her attempts to promote the 

welfare of her own offspring, usually one or more daughters, the heroine's stepsisters (P284). In her 
mind, and probably rightly so, her own daughters are in competition with their stepsister for limited 

rewards, typically a wealthy and powerful husband. Most Cinderella stories (AT 510A), the world's 
most popular folktale, center around such a competition between stepsisters. Most versions of "The 

Black and the White Bride" (AT 403, 403A, 403B) and "Little Brother and Little Sister" (AT 450) also 
feature stepsisters competing for a husband. In each of these tale types, the evil stepsister (with the 

help of her mother) is willing to kill her virtuous counterpart, but the murdered heroine is 

miraculously brought back to life, and her stepsister and stepmother are duly punished. Another tale 
type featuring the competition between stepsisters is "The Kind and the Unkind Girls" (AT 480), but 

here the competition is more for wealth than for marriage, with the reward, as one would expect, 
going to the kind and generous girl, rather than to her unkind and selfish stepsister.

In preindustrial households, competition among male children must have been just as fierce as that 
among their female counterparts. There are a great many international folktales depicting fraternal 

rivalry, but the antagonists are virtually always identified as brothers, not stepbrothers (P283). 
Similarly, stepfathers (P282) play a much smaller role in traditional folktales than do stepmothers. 

One notable exception is the Gypsy tale "The Little Bull-Calf" from England (Jacobs n.d., 186-191; 
AT 511A, 300), which begins when the hero's father dies, "and his mother got married again to a 

man that turned out to be a very vicious stepfather, who couldn't abide the little boy." At the story's 
end, the hero marries a princess and takes over the kingdom, and "then his stepfather came and 
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wanted to own him, but the young king didn't know such a man." Extrapolating from this and 

previously discussed tales, one might conclude that vicious fairy-tale stepmothers are tortured to 
death, whereas their male counterparts are merely disowned.
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