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 Fairytales are used to control children’s minds. They reflect specific cultural 
values and ideals that are imposed on citizens.  Society uses stories to facilitate the 
learning of culture, because as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis suggests, language and stories 
shape how members of a society think. Therefore, stories told to children are constructed 
not for pleasure, but to teach little ones how to think like everyone else.  It teaches them 
to conform to society’s constraints. Fairytales are told to frighten children in order to 
teach them lessons about gender, beauty, and consequences for going against social 
norms.  They mold children into model citizens, aware of themselves and others around 
them.  In many fairytales, such as the Grimm Brothers’ “Ashputtle”, beauty is portrayed 
as being passive. In order for women to achieve beauty and high status, they must be 
passive and wait for something great to happen to them. This is a detrimental lesson to 
instill in children because it teaches complacency instead of action, acceptance instead of 
questioning. 
 All parents want their children to be safe. Yet parents who read “Ashputtle” to 
their children are diminishing their offspring’s instinctive survival behavior.  The term 
survival is used to encompass not only physical needs, but emotional as well.  People 
react differently to harmful situations across cultures. This is because culture is 
“transmitted through learning and language”, which means that through stories such as 
fairytales, we instruct children how to deal with tough situations (Kottak and Kozaitis 
12). To survive is not to be complacent, but active in one’s life and the decisions made 
about it. From an anthropological view, culture is easily passed down to the younger 
generation because they “may change their behavior because other people tell them to do 
so. They attempt to please, imitate, and emulate” (Kottak and Kozaitis 12-13). When 
children read stories about complacency and inaction, they conform to what is being 
taught to them. Parents need to understand and protect their children from emulating 
passive role models found in fairytales. 
 Cinderella, one of the most cherished Disney princesses, portrays a compliant girl 
who doesn’t question her dismal lifestyle. Although Disney changed the name of the 
Grimm Brothers’ “Ashputtle,” the storyline and the message to children is still the same. 
Ashputtle does not play an active part in her own life, being given orders by step-mother 
and sisters, and forced to live in filthy and inhumane conditions. She never once inwardly 
questions her situation, not even why her father allows her stepfamily to treat her like 
dirt. This teaches girls that if a man whom she trusts hurts her, she needn’t pay it any 
bother because it is beyond her control. Ashputtle continues to pick lentils out of ashes 
and wait for something to happen to her. After defying her stepmother by going to the 
ball, she does not speak up when her stepsisters deceive the king’s son by trying to fit 
into her shoe.  All these actions teach children, especially little girls, that in order to have 
a happy ending, one must sit back and wait for her prince to rescue her. She is an 
unquestioning servant, depicting society’s model citizen, passive to changes in quality of 
life. 

Fairytales depict different gender roles that society deems normal. In American 
culture, children are confined into two categories: male and female. Traits involving 
attitude, ability, and attractiveness all play roles in defining these two culturally created 



and socially accepted groups. Fairytales define these traits, make them clear and often 
times exaggerate them in stories. By setting rules for children about how to act, fairytales 
facilitate social control through gender roles. Beauty is one gender role prevalent in many 
fairytales and is easily portrayed with main characters like Ashputtle. She is symbolically 
stripped of her gowns by her stepsisters and made to wear ugly clothing, symbolizing her 
lowered status. At the dance, Ashputtle is first thought to be “the daughter of some 
foreign king”, signifying a raise in class because of the beautiful dress she wears (86). 
The other two dresses that she wears makes everyone “marveled at her beauty” and then 
“the people were too amazed to speak” (87). The girl goes from being a dirty unwanted 
maid to a king’s daughter just by wearing a dress. This is advocating consumerism for 
children: to gain a higher economic status, buy beautiful clothes. Then she gains what 
every child so desperately wants: popularity. She has strangers “amazed” and “marveled” 
over her because of how she looks. Judged by only looks, Ashputtle is put on a pedestal 
and the prince takes her to be his dance partner all night. By wearing beautiful clothing 
and looking beautiful, man’s love and devotion will be gained and the poor complacent 
creature will be rescued by her horse-riding prince.  

This cultural idea that physical attractiveness is a woman’s most important asset 
to succeed is referred to as the “feminine beauty ideal”. Baker-Sperry and Grauerholz 
investigated in detail how the feminine beauty ideal is incorporated into the Grimm 
Brothers’ fairytales and the social significance of this incorporation. They found that 
“focus on and glorification of feminine beauty… represent[s] a means by which gender 
inequality is reproduced via cultural products” (713).  Considering Ashputtle was 
reproduced the most between the years 1981 and 2000, fairytales that resonate the 
feminine beauty ideal are more likely to be reproduced when women’s rights are more 
prevalent, instilling the lesson of inequality in children. Teaching inequality through 
beauty not only separates male from female, but also creates distance between females, 
which means there will be less uniting against the opposition. 
 Boys are also affected by the lessons found in fairytales. In “Ashputtle”, the two 
male characters are her father and the king’s son. The father is portrayed as the ideal 
unemotional man- he accepts his new wife and daughters as his own without any trouble, 
and immediately follows their lead in defacing Ashputtle. Throughout the entire fairytale, 
the father has only one very significant line, and he is addressing the king’s son, 
proclaiming Ashputtle to be “’a puny little kitchen drudge” and that “’she couldn’t 
possibly be the bride” which is uncaring and desertion of his own blood (Grimm 89). 
This teaches boys that their love can be sparse, and it portrays a man not being 
questioned for his wrongful treatment of women. The prince is the typical savior, yet is 
fooled by Ashputtle’s stepsisters because he merely accepts that the shoe fits. His whole 
role in the fairytale is the rescuer, chasing after the beautiful girl in order to make her his 
wife. This shows children of both genders what the role men have in society. As 
husbands, they are loyal, but as parents they are distant and unemotional. They are the 
rescuers of all women, whom cannot fend for themselves because they are waiting for a 
man to save them. 
 While many people view them as purely entertainment for children, fairytales are 
windows into American culture. They show the desperate need to conform its people to 
its outdated values by controlling them from an early age. Fairytales are exaggerated and 
full of imagery, so that the lessons that are learned are hidden beneath the words.  



Children are eager to be a part of the culture they are immersed with on a daily basis, and 
thus will start to emulate characters from stories that they can easily understand. This is 
dangerous territory. Feeding children values like passivity, compliancy and beauty ideals 
sets them up for failure in the real world they live in. They will not learn to question the 
world in which they live, will be mindless and following, and worst of all, superficial and 
materialistic. Fighting for children’s minds is an ongoing battle, but it is the only way the 
world will ever see change. 
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