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In The Uses of Enchantment Bruno Bettleheim claims that fairy tales provide children with material for sorting through and “civiliz[ing] the chaotic pressures of their unconscious” en route to becoming stable adults with integrated psyches. Jack Zipes asserts an opposing view that fairy tales serve to mold children into compliant members of a given society by instilling in them constraining mainstream cultural standards and expectations. Feminist critics have taken Zipes’s argument further, contending that fairy tales shore up patriarchy by reinforcing traditional gender roles and stereotypes, such as passivity and beauty for women, strength and action for men, and heterosexual matrimony for all as the incontrovertible hallmark of maturation. Symptomatically, feminist scholar Marcia Lieberman writes, “Marriage is the fulcrum and major event of nearly every fairy tale” (386). Productive alternatives for women simply do not exist.

While taking into account these various schools of thought, I argue that fairy tales offer children—as well as adults, for fairy tales inscribe social norms at various levels—a space to sort out and channel their desires in order to integrate themselves into the realm of heteronormativity.  My discussion should ultimately explore what heteronormativity embraces yet relegates to the margins and ignores according to a political agenda. 

Despite the politically urged, patriarchy-reassuring norms that have persisted until the twenty-first century in Russia, some Russian folk tales can be read to challenge prescriptive gender roles through their occasional wise maidens, maiden tsars, and agentive heroines. In the context of Russia’s insistence on traditional political and gender dispositions, several fairy tales have dared to confront heterosexual norms. My talk focuses on these sundry challenges in a desire to destabilize unquestioned monoliths. I will concentrate primarily on three tales from Russian folklore: “Danilo the Luckless,” “The Maiden Tsar,” and “Maria Morevna.”

