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“CINDERELLA”: A Story of Sibling Rivalry and Oedipal Conflicts 

Bruno Bettelheim 

 

[Editor’s Note: Having read several variants of “Cinderella,” you may have wondered what it is about this 

story that has prompted people in different parts of the world at different times, to show interest in a child who’s 

been debased but then rises above her misfortune. Why are people so fascinated with “Cinderella”? 

Depending on the people you ask and their perspectives, you’ll find this question answered in various ways. 

As a Freudian psychologist, Bruno Bettelheim believes that the mind is a repository of both conscious and 

unconscious elements. By definition, we aren’t aware of what goes on in our unconscious; nonetheless, what 

happens there exerts a powerful influence on what we believe and how we act. This division of the mind into 

conscious and unconscious parts is true for children no less than for adults. Based on these beliefs about mind, 

Bettelheim analyzes “Cinderella” first by pointing to what he calls the story’s essential theme: sibling rivalry, or 

Cinderella’s mistreatment at the hands of her stepsisters. Competition among brothers and sisters presents a 

profound and largely unconscious problem to children, says Bettelheim. By hearing “Cinderella,” a story that 

speaks directly to their unconscious, children are given tools that can help them resolve conflicts. Cinderella 

resolves her difficulties; children hearing the story can resolve theirs as well: This is the unconscious message of 

the tale. 

Do you accept this argument? To do so, you have to agree with the author’s reading of “Cinderella’s” hidden 

meanings; and you’d have to agree with his assumptions concerning the conscious and unconscious mind and the 

ways in which the unconscious will seize upon the content of a story in order to resolve conflicts. Even if you 

don’t accept Bettelheim’s analysis, his essay makes fascinating reading. First, it is internally consistent--that is, he 

begins with a set of principles and then builds logically upon them as any good writer will. Second, his analysis 

demonstrates how a scholarly point of view--a coherent set of assumptions about the way the world (in this case, 

the mind) works--creates boundaries for discussion. Change the assumptions (as Kolbenschlag and Yolen do) and 

you’ll change the analyses that follow from them. 

Bruno Bettelheim, a distinguished psychologist and educator, was born in 1903 in Vienna. He was naturalized 

as an American citizen in 1939 and served as a professor of psychology at Rockford College and the University of 

Chicago. Awarded the honor of fellow by several prestigious professional associations, Bettelheim was a prolific 

writer and contributed articles to numerous popular and professional publications. His list of books includes Love 

is Not Enough: The Treatment of Emotionally Disturbed Children, The Informed Heart, Surviving, and The Uses of 

Enchantment, from which this selection has been excerpted. Bettelheim died in 1990.] 

 

 

By all accounts, “Cinderella” is the best-known fairy tale, and probably also the best-liked. It 

is quite an old story; when first written down in China during the ninth century A.D., it already 

had a history. The unrivaled tiny foot size as a mark of extraordinary virtue, distinction, and beauty, 

and the slipper made of precious material are facets which point to Eastern, if not necessarily 

Chinese origin. The modern hearer does not connect sexual attractiveness and beauty in general 

with extreme smallness of the foot, as the ancient Chinese did, in accordance with their practice of 

binding women’s feet. 

“Cinderella,” as we know it, is experienced as a story about the agonies and hopes which 

form the essential content of sibling rivalry; and about the degraded heroine winning out over her 

siblings who abused her. Long before Perrault gave “Cinderella” the form in which it is now 

widely known, “having to live among the ashes” was a symbol of being debased in comparison to 
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one’s siblings, irrespective of sex. In Germany, for example, there are stories in which such an 

ash-boy later becomes king, which parallels Cinderella’s fate. “Aschenputtel” is the title of the 

Brothers Grimm’s version of the tale. The term originally designated a lowly, dirty kitchen maid 

who must tend to the fireplace ashes. 

There are many examples in the German language of how being forced to live among the 

ashes was a symbol not just of degradation, but also of sibling rivalry, and of the sibling who 

finally surpasses the brother or brothers who have debased him. Martin Luther in his Table Talks 

speaks about Cain as the God-forsaken evil doer who is powerful, while pious Abel is forced to be 

his ash-brother, a mere nothing, subject to Cain; in one of Luther’s sermons he says that Esau was 

forced into the role of Jacob’s ash-brother. Cain and Abel,. Jacob and Esau are Biblical examples 

of one brother being suppressed or destroyed by the other. 

The fairy tale replaces sibling relations with relations between step-siblings--perhaps a device 

to explain and make acceptable an animosity which one wishes would not exist among true 

siblings. Although sibling rivalry is universal and “natural” in the sense that it is the negative 

consequence of being a sibling, this same relation also generates equally as much positive feeling 

between siblings, highlighted in fairy tales such as “Brother and Sister.” 

No other fairy tale renders so well as the “Cinderella” stories the inner experiences of the 

young child in the throes of sibling rivalry, when he feels hopelessly outclassed by his brothers 

and sisters. Cinderella is pushed down and degraded by her stepsisters; her interests are sacrificed 

to theirs by her (step)mother; she is expected to do the dirtiest work and although she performs it 

well, she receives no credit for it; only more is demanded of her. This is how the child feels when 

devastated by the miseries of sibling rivalry. Exaggerated though Cinderella’s tribulations and 

degradations may seem to the adult, the child carried away by sibling rivalry feels, “That’s me; 

that’s how they mistreat me, or would want to; that’s how little they think of me.” And there are 

moments--often long time periods--when for inner reasons a child feels this way even when his 

position among his siblings may seem to give him no cause for it.  

Why a story corresponds to how the child feels deep down--as no realistic narrative is likely 

to do--it attains an emotional quality of “truth” for the child. The events of “Cinderella” offer him 

vivid images that give body to his overwhelming but nevertheless often vague and nondescript 

emotions; so these episodes seem more convincing to him than his life experiences. 

The term “sibling rivalry” refers to a most complex constellation of feelings and their causes. 

With extremely rare exceptions, the emotions aroused in the person subject to sibling rivalry are 

far out of proportion to what his real situation with his sisters and brothers would justify, seen 

objectively. While all children at times suffer greatly from sibling rivalry, parents seldom sacrifice 

one of their children to the others, nor do they condone the other children’s persecuting one of 

them. Difficult as objective judgments are for the young child--nearly impossible when his 

emotions are aroused--even he in his more rational moments “knows” that he is not treated as 

badly as Cinderella. But the child often feels mistreated, despite all his “knowledge” to the 

contrary. That is why he believes in the inherent truth of “Cinderella,” and then he also comes to 

believe in her eventual deliverance and victory. From her triumph he gains the exaggerated hopes 

for his future which he needs to counteract the extreme misery he experiences when ravaged by 

sibling rivalry.  

Despite the name “sibling rivalry,” this miserable passion has only incidentally to do with a 

child’s actual brothers and sisters. The real source of it is the child’s feelings about his parents. 
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When a child’s older brother or sister is more competent than he, this arouses only temporary 

feelings of jealousy. Another child being given special attention becomes an insult only if the child 

fears that, in contrast, he is thought little of by his parents, or feels rejected by them. It is because 

of such anxiety that one or all of a child’s sisters or brothers may become a thorn in his flesh. 

Fearing that in comparison to them he cannot win his parents’ love and esteem is what inflames 

sibling rivalry. This is indicated in stories by the fact that it matters little whether the siblings 

actually possess greater competence. The Biblical story of Joseph tells that it is jealousy of 

parental affection lavished on him which accounts for the destructive behavior of his brothers. 

Unlike Cinderella’s, Joseph’s parent does not participate in degrading him, and, on the contrary, 

prefers him to his other children. But Joseph, like Cinderella, is turned into a slave, and like her, 

he miraculously escapes and ends by surpassing his siblings.  

Telling a child who is devastated by sibling rivalry that he will grow up to do as well as his 

brothers and sisters offers little relief from his present feelings of dejection. Much as he would like 

to trust our assurances, most of the time he cannot. A child can see things only with subjective 

eyes, and comparing himself on this basis to his siblings, he has no confidence that he, on his own, 

will someday be able to fare as well as they. If he could believe more in himself, he would not feel 

destroyed by his siblings no matter what they might do to him, since then he could trust that time 

would bring about a desired reversal of fortune. But since the child cannot, on his own, look 

forward with confidence to some future day when things will turn out all right for him, he can gain 

relief only through fantasies of glory--a domination over his siblings--which he hopes will become 

reality through some fortunate event. 

Whatever our position within the family, at certain times in our lives we are beset by sibling 

rivalry in some form or other. Even an only child feel that other children have some great 

advantages over him, and this makes him intensely jealous. Further, he may suffer from the 

anxious thought that if he did have a sibling, his parents would prefer this other child to him. 

“Cinderella” is a fairy tale which makes nearly as strong an appeal to boys as to girls, since 

children of both sexes suffer equally from sibling rivalry, and have the same desire to be rescued 

from their lowly position and surpass those who seem superior to them. 

On the surface, “Cinderella” is as deceptively simple as the story of Little Red Riding Hood, 

with which it shares greatest popularity. “Cinderella” tells about the agonies of sibling rivalry, of 

wishes coming true, of the humble being elevated, of true merit being recognized even when 

hidden under rags, of virtue rewarded and evil punished--a straightforward story. But under this 

overt content is concealed a welter of complex and largely unconscious material, which details of 

the story allude to just enough to set our unconscious associations going. This makes a contrast 

between surface simplicity and underlying complexity which arouses deep interest in the story and 

explains its appeal to the millions over the centuries. To begin gaining an understanding of these 

hidden meanings, we have to penetrate behind the obvious sources of sibling rivalry discussed so 

far.  

As mentioned before, if the child could only believe that it is the infirmities of his age which 

account for his lowly position, he would not have to suffer so wretchedly from sibling rivalry, 

because he could trust the future to right matters. When he thinks that his degradation is deserved, 

he feels his plight is utterly hopeless. Djuna Barnes’s perceptive statement about fairy tales--that 

the child knows something about them which he cannot tell (such as that he likes the idea of Little 

Red Riding Hood and the wolf being in bed together)--could be extended by dividing fairy tales 
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into two groups: one groups where the child responds only unconsciously to the inherent truth of 

the story and thus cannot tell about it; and another large number of tales where the child 

preconsciously or even consciously knows what the “truth” of the story consists of and thus could 

tell about it, but does not want to let on that he knows. Some aspects of “Cinderella” fall into the 

latter category. Many children believe that Cinderella probably deserves her fate at the beginning 

of the story, as they feel they would, too; but they don’t want anyone to know it. Despite this, she 

is worthy at the end to be exalted, as the child hopes he will be too, irrespective of his earlier 

shortcomings. 

Every child believes at some period of his life--and this is not only at rare moments--that 

because of his secret wishes, if not also his clandestine actions, he deserves to be degraded, 

banned from the presence of others, relegated to a netherworld of smut. He fears this may be so, 

irrespective of how fortunate his situation may be in reality. He hates and fears those others--such 

as his siblings--whom he believes to be entirely free of similar evilness, and he fears that they or 

his parents will discover what he is really like, and then demean him as Cinderella was by her 

family. Because he wants others--most of all his parents--to believe in his innocence, he is 

delighted that “everybody” believes in Cinderella’s. This is one of the great attractions of this fairy 

tale. Since people give credence to Cinderella’s goodness, they will also believe in his, so the child 

hopes. And “Cinderella” nourishes this hope, which is one reason it is such a delightful story.  

Another aspect which holds large appeal for the child is the vileness of the stepmother and 

stepsisters. Whatever the shortcomings of a child may be in his own eyes, these pale into 

insignificance when compared to the stepsisters’ and stepmother’s falsehood and nastiness. Further, 

what these stepsisters do to Cinderella justifies whatever nasty thoughts one may have about one’s 

siblings: they are so vile that anything one may wish would happen to them is more than justified. 

Compared to their behavior, Cinderella is indeed innocent. So the child, on hearing her story, feels 

he need not feel guilty about his angry thoughts. 

On a very different level--and reality considerations coexist easily with fantastic 

exaggerations in the child’s mind--as badly as one’s parents or siblings seem to treat one, and 

much as one thinks one suffers because of it, all this is nothing compared to Cinderella’s fate. Her 

story reminds the child at the same time how lucky he is, and how much worse things could be. 

(Any anxiety about the latter possibility is relieved, as always in fairy tales, by the happy ending.) 

The behavior of a five-and-a-half-year-old girl, as reported by her father, may illustrate how 

easily a child may feel that she is a “Cinderella.” This little girl had a younger sister of whom she 

was very jealous. The girl was very fond of “Cinderella,” since the story offered her material with 

which to act out her feelings, and because without the story’s imagery she would have been hard 

pressed to comprehend and express them. This little girl had used to dress very neatly and liked 

pretty clothes, but she became unkempt and dirty. One day when she was asked to fetch some salt, 

she said as she was doing so, “Why do you treat me like Cinderella?” 

Almost speechless, her mother asked her, “Why do you think we treat you like Cinderella?” 

“Because you make me do all the hardest work in the house!” was the little girl’s answer. 

Having thus drawn her parents into her fantasies, she acted them out more openly, pretending to 

sweep up all the dirt, etc. She went even further, playing that she prepared her little sister for the 

ball. But she went the “Cinderella” story one better, based on her unconscious understanding of 

the contradictory emotions fused into the “Cinderella” role, because at another moment she told 

her mother and sister, “You shouldn’t be jealous of me just because I am the most beautiful in the 



- 5 - 

family.” 

This shows that behind the surface humility of Cinderella lies the conviction of her 

superiority to mothers and sisters, as if she would think: “You can make me do all the dirty work, 

and I pretend that I am dirty, but within me I know that you treat me this way because you are 

jealous of me because I am so much better than you.” This conviction is supported by the story’s 

ending, which assures every “Cinderella” that eventually she will be discovered by her prince. 

Why does the child believe deep within himself that Cinderella deserves her dejected state? 

This question takes us back to the child’s state of mind at the end of the oedipal period. Before he 

is caught in oedipal entanglements, the child is convinced that he is lovable, and loved, if all is 

well within his family relationships. Psychoanalysis describes this stage of complete satisfaction 

with oneself as “primary narcissism.” During this period the child feels certain that he is the center 

of the universe, so there is no reason to be jealous of anybody. 

The oedipal disappointments which come at the end of this developmental stage cast deep 

shadows of doubt on the child’s sense of his worthiness. He feels that if he were really as 

deserving of love as he had thought, then his parents would never be critical of him or disappoint 

him. The only explanation for parental criticism the child can think of is that there must be some 

serious flaw in him which accounts for what he experiences as rejection. If his desires remain 

unsatisfied and his parents disappoint him, there must be something wrong with him or his desires, 

or both. He cannot yet accept that reasons other than those residing within him could have an 

impact on his fate. In this oedipal jealousy, wanting to get rid of the parent of the same sex had 

seemed the most natural thing in the world, but now the child realizes that he cannot have his own 

way, and that maybe this is so because the desire was wrong. He is no longer so sure that he is 

preferred to his siblings, and he begins to suspect that this may be due to the fact that they are free 

of any bad thoughts or wrongdoing such as his. 

All this happens as the child is gradually subjected to ever more critical attitudes as he is 

being socialized. He is asked to behave in ways which run counter to his natural desires, and he 

resents this. Still he must obey, which makes him very angry. This anger is directed against those 

who make demands, most likely his parents; and this is another reason to wish to get rid of them, 

and still another reason to feel guilty about such wishes. This is why the child also feels that he 

deserves to be chastised for his feelings, a punishment he believes he can escape only if nobody 

learns what he is thinking when he is angry. The feeling of being unworthy to be loved by his 

parents at a time when his desire for their love is very strong leads to the fear of rejection, even 

when in reality there is none. This rejection fear compounds the anxiety that others are preferred 

and also maybe preferable--the root of sibling rivalry. 

Some of the child’s pervasive feelings of worthlessness have their origin in his experiences 

during and around toilet training and all other aspects of his education to become clean, neat and 

orderly. Much has been said about how children are made to feel dirty and bad because they are 

not as clean as their parents want or require them to be. As clean as a child may learn to be, he 

knows that he would much prefer to give free rein to his tendency to be messy, disorderly, and 

dirty. 

At the end of the oedipal period, guilt about desires to be dirty and disorderly becomes 

compounded by oedipal guilt, because the child’s desire to replace the parent of the same sex in 

the love of the other parent, the wish to be the love, if not also the sexual partner, of the parent of 

the other sex, which at the beginning of the oedipal development seemed natural and “innocent,” 
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at the end of the period is repressed as bad. But while this wish as such is repressed, guilt about it 

and about sexual feelings in general is not, and this makes the child feel dirty and worthless. 

Here again, lack of objective knowledge leads the child to think that he is the only bad one in 

all these respects--the only child who has such desires. It makes every child identify with 

Cinderella, who is relegated to sit among the cinders. Since the child has such “dirty” wishes, that 

is where he also belongs, and where he would end up if his parents knew of his desires. This is 

why every child needs to believe that even if he were thus degraded, eventually he would be 

rescued from such degradation and experience the most wonderful exaltation--as Cinderella does. 

For the child to deal with his feelings of dejection and worthlessness aroused during this time, 

he desperately needs to gain some grasp on what these feelings of guilt and anxiety are all about. 

Further, he needs assurance on a conscious and an unconscious level that he will be able to 

extricate himself from these predicaments. One of the greatest merits of “Cinderella” is that, 

irrespective of the magic help Cinderella receives, the child understands that essentially it is 

through her own efforts, and because of the person she is, that Cinderella is able to transcend 

magnificently her degraded state, despite what appear as insurmountable obstacles. It gives the 

child confidence that the same will be true for him, because the story relates so well to what has 

caused both his conscious and his unconscious guilt. 

Overtly “Cinderella” tells about sibling rivalry in its most extreme form: the jealousy and 

enmity of the stepsisters, and Cinderella’s sufferings because of it. The many psychological issues 

touched upon in the story are so covertly alluded to that the child does not become consciously 

aware of them. In his unconscious, however, the child responds to these significant details which 

refer to matters and experiences from which he consciously has separated himself, but which 

nevertheless continue to create vast problems for him. 


