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An analysis of two different folktales based on ideology, character behav-
ior, and symbolism that illustrate how the society has shaped the märchen 
and the differences need to be understood within their culture, individual, 
and social contexts. 
 Märchen are a type of folk narrative told 
by elders within in society for amusement or 
education of the children.  Since every society has 
similar anxieties dealing with human relationships, 
these types of folk narrative focus on an adolescent 
leaving behind their childhood and accepting their 
adult responsibilities such as marriage and mother-
hood.  Therefore, the similarities in märchen are 
to be expected because they deal with anxieties 
and social tensions.  However, each tale cannot be 
examined merely on these similarities but must 
include the differences.  The differences illustrate 
how the society has shaped the märchen 
and the differences 
need to be under-
stood within their 
culture, individual, 
and social contexts.
 In Speak Bird, 
Speak Again: Palestinian Arab Folktales, tale 
number 31 The Woman Whose Hands Were Cut 
Off shares a tale type number 706, maiden without 
limbs, with tale number 36 The Girl without Hands 
from Folktales of Germany.  While the tales share 
a tale type, each tale is distinctly different in three 
aspects – ideology, character behavior, and sym-
bolism.  These aspects are so embedded at a cultur-
al, societal, and individual level that it is difficult 
for a märchen to remain pure while moving from 
city to city or town to town.  Each locale changes 
the basic structure of the märchen in minute details 
until the märchen represents the culture.  This 
changeaccounts for why in Germany Kurt Ranke, 
Folktales of Germany, found thirty-six differ-ent 
versions of this particular tale type.  When com-
pared each aspect has a correlating foundation in 
their respective cultures.  
 Ideology, sometimes overlapping with 
symbolism, is used to convey a form of protection, 
such as calling on Allah to bless the prophet, or 
to explain supernatural help that without religious 
consent would be seen as magic or witch craft.  In 
Palestenian Arab culture, the use of supernatural

help, such as the snake in tale 31 that re-grows 
the girl’s limbs by rubbing her stumps, is contrary 
to Muslim ideology.  The storyteller maneuvers 
around this contradiction by calling on Allah to 
bless the prophet.  This benediction tells the au 
dience that reality is suspended and that the story-
teller is repeating what someone has told
him.  However, in tale 36, there are several
references to Christianity through symbolism, 
discussed later, and through reference to the twelve 
apostles, specifically Peter and John. In Christin-
ity, divine interference is viewed as a reward for an                
individual’s pa-tience or righteousness; therefore
                                                    no benediction is 
                                                    needed or  re
                                                    quired.
                                                     Next, charac                                  
                                                    ter behavior
                                                    within märchen 
explains,societal rules or obligations to family 
members, and the consequences of breaking those 
rules and obligations.  In tale 31, a female is ac-
cused of eating her brother’s children by his wife, 
who is a ghouleh, and her brother believing his 

wife cuts off his sister’s limbs.  The brother breaks 
a taboo within Palestinian society and culture by 
accepting an outsider’s story, his wife, over that 
of an insider’s story, his sister.  This type of ten-
sion between insiders and outsiders also exist in 
Germanic culture, however, the tensionis between 
the innkeeper’s daughter and her step-mother.  In 
tale 36, the step-mother instead of sheltering and 
protecting, after the innkeeper’s death, becomes 
jealous of the innkeeper’s daughter and tries to 
sabotage her life twice, by cutting off her limbs 
and switching letters between son, who loves the 
innkeeper’s daughter, and his mother.
 

ideology conveys a form of protection or

to explain supernatural help 

Ghouleh: A demonic or 
parasitic entity that 

feeds upon human remains.



 In the endings, there is also a difference 
based on societal differences.  In Palestinian Arab 
culture, the sister gets married without her broth-
er’s permission and has no protection against her
husband because her brother and patriarch has left
                                                   her severed from
                                                   her family.  Forgiv
                                                   ing her brother,
                                                   and making him
                                                   the patriarch of
                                                   the family, is in
her best interest to gain status, by having at least 
one male relative, with her new family.  However, 
the ghouleh only did one evil act against the sister 
while the step-mother kept interfering.  In German-
ic societies, even though Christianity is the domi-
nant religion, the step-mother has caused too much 
mischievousness and has to be punished by being 
pulled to pieces by four oxen; this is the old eye for 
eye law found in early Christianity.  
 However, this imagery if presented to to
                                                        day’s American 
                                                        youth would 
                                                        not be 
                                                        understood
                                                        because their
                                                        status is not
based on their patriarch or family, like in Palestin-
ian Arab societies, or through fortitude and pa-
tience, like in Germanic societies.  At face value, 
tale 31 and 36 are good moralistic tales about 
forgiveness and punishments. The deeper mean-
ings and significances based on ideology, charac-
ter behavior, and sym bolism become lost in the 
translation from one locale to another.  A Palestin-
ian Arabic storyteller could not, if Muslim, tell tale 
36 because there is no benediction to distance them 
from symbolism.  Further, a Christian German 
might be uncomfort  able telling 31 because of                                                                                   
                                       the beginning benediction
                                       and the magical helper
                                       taking the form of a snake        
                                       that according to various                 
                                       superstitions represents
                                       Satan.  Every aspect and      
                                       detail of a märchen has to 
be understood within the culture, individual, and 
social context of the population within the locale. 

 Finally, symbolism is embedded in the 
culture of society and is the hardest to interpret 
without a basic und-erstating of the society from 
where the tale was found.  Symbolism is also the 
most com-plicated because outside of a story-
telling session the 
symbol may be 
contra dictory to 
the ideology; again 
this can overlap 
into ideology.  
After the brother has cut off his sister’s limbs in 
tale 31, his sister curses him with a thorn, which 
no one can pull out, getting stuck in his foot.The 
thorn represents the pain the brother has caused 
to himself, by cutting ties to the only family he 
has left, and to his sister, by choosing to leave her 
unprotected.  However, the thorn is removed 
when the brother and sister are reunited and she 
forgives him.  This forgivenessis beneficial to 
both brother and sister because he regains his 
standing as fam-
ilypatriarch and 
she gains status 
through her bro-
ther assuming 
this role.  With 
this tale, the storyteller demonstrates through im-
agery the consequences of separating family ties. 
 While in tale 36, the symbolism focuses 
on the daughter’s patience and righteousness and 
the rewards that are gained through her steadfast-
ness.  However, the symbols in this märchen are 
not correlated to Muslim ideology but to Christ-
ianity that was and is a dominant European 
religion.  For instance, the heroine is left in a 
garden not once but twice after being sym-boli-
cally put to death.  The first time she eats apples
that are in the king’s garden correlates to The 
Garden and its forbidden 
fruit in Genesis.  However, 
she is not cast out of 
society but welcomed and 
loved by the king.  The 
second time she is lef tn 
the forest, this time with her 
twin boys, and receives help from two men – Pe-
ter and John – who are also found in the bible
as Christ’s apostles.

character behavior explains obligations to 
family members and the consequences of 

breaking those obligations

symbolism embedded in the culture of society 
cannot be interpreted without a socital context

societal differences determine 
who can be forgiven or 
who needs to be punished


