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ABSTRACT: 

 

The fairy tale "The Lawless Emperor" is approached from a psychoanalytic perspective, using Erich Fromm's 

theory that incestuous desires are not primarily sexual in nature, but derive from a fundamental human tendency 

to remain attached and fear the risks of independence. Every person has the opportunity to choose between 

regression, dependence, destruction, or progression, growth, and life. The fairy tale symbolically presents the 

development of a teenager who is on the verge of choosing between dependence and independence and who, by 

separating from her family, moves from dependence and stagnation to autonomy, development, and the ability to 

form healthy and intimate relationships. The fulfillment of her child's desires is linked to the recovery of her hands, 

signifying a new capacity for action and care. 

Keywords: Psychoanalysis of fairy tales, The Lawless Emperor, regression vs. progression, adolescent 
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The fairy tale begins shockingly. "Once upon a time, there was an emperor, and when his queen died, he 

wanted to marry his daughter." In a single sentence, you are thrown into the nightmare of a lawless world, where 

there are no limits to one's impulses. Initially, I viewed the story as one of abuse, seeing the emperor's daughter as 

a victim of her father, mutilated by the incestuous relationship, a victim who manages to save herself and repair 

her devastated inner world, finally gaining access to her own femininity. Although arguments can be found to 

support this interpretation, it would only be an echo of the anxiety aroused by this window open to a world without 

taboos. Similar to the early researchers who observed primitive tribes and were flooded with anxiety when they 

witnessed certain customs in those cultures that contradicted those of Western culture, as Devereux (1967) reminds 

us, I too was tempted to react defensively, pathologizing and diagnosing the emperor's daughter with difficulties 

related to intimacy, an inability to function as a mother, and an inability to connect with others, symbolized by the 

absence of hands. All this was done to alleviate the anxiety aroused by this sudden exposure to a world in which 

the father, as representative of the law and guarantor of protection, is absent.1 This idea is supported by the fact 

that, compared to this version collected by Ispirescu, other versions of the fairy tale, in which the stepmother is 

the one who harms the emperor's daughter2 , do not arouse as much anxiety. Perhaps this is because, somewhere 

in these versions, there is still the idea of a father who, although absent, loves his daughter and could protect her 

if he knew what was happening to her. In the realm of the Lawless Emperor, this father has disappeared.  

 
1 I reproduce here the presentation of the version of The Lawless Emperor by Bărbulescu (1978) "An emperor, widowed after the death of his 

empress, wanted to marry his daughter. The girl asked for three days to think about the proposal and also for a bear skin, which she wanted to 
use to disguise herself in an attempt to escape. The emperor discovered her plan and ordered her hands to be cut off for disobedience. However, 

the girl managed to slip into the bear skin and run away from home. She ended up in the garden of a neighboring emperor, where the servants 

caught the supposed bear. When they started to skin it, they discovered the girl, whom they took to the palace. The emperor's son saw her, fell 
in love with her, and took her as his wife. The girl's father found out about the incident and, determined to destroy his daughter, won the favor 

of her husband's trusted man through bribery. While the young emperor was away at war, his wife gave birth to a child. The heroine's mother-

in-law sent her son a letter announcing the happy news, but the advisor, who was supposed to deliver the letter, stopped by the palace of the 

girl's father. The letter was replaced with another one, informing the husband that the young empress had given birth to a puppy. The husband 

wrote a letter in reply, asking his mother to take care of his wife until his return. The advisor went back to the girl's father, who again replaced 

the letter sent by the husband, asking on his behalf that the child and mother be burned at the stake. Moved by the young empress's misfortune, 
the emperor's mother did not kill her, but let her go out into the world with her child. When the young woman reached a stream, she wanted to 

wash her child in the water, but while doing so, she dropped him into the stream. Just as she was about to jump into the water to save her child, 

two old men—God and Saint Peter—who were sitting on the opposite bank signaled her to put her arm stumps in the water. The woman did 
so, and her hands immediately grew back, allowing her to grab the child and save him from the waves. The old men then gave the child the 

gift of having all his wishes fulfilled. The woman continued on her way through the forest and came to a house, where she settled. When her 

husband returned from the war, he found out what had happened and, grief-stricken, set out in search of his wife. He arrived at her house but 
did not recognize her. He asked her to put him up for three nights. One night, while he was sleeping, the mother asked the child to lift the fallen 

hand of his sleeping father. This made him recognize his wife, and, filled with happiness, he took the mother and child home. The trusted man, 

who had heard of the child's gift, tried to set a trap for him, but all his intrigues and plots were thwarted. In the end, through the child's power 
to have any wish granted, the advisor and the girl's father were transformed, one into a bear and the other into a hunting dog." (Bărbulescu, C, 

1978, pp. 340-341) 
2 The emperor's daughter with her hands cut off 
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With the prohibitions gone, the desires remain. Is The Lawless Emperor a fairy tale about a father's desire 

to marry his daughter, as indicated in the manifest plan? Long ago, Searles (1959) talked about how a father, when 

his daughter reaches adolescence, may be overcome by romantic fantasies about marrying his daughter in response 

to her seductive feelings and strategies. "If a girl does not feel capable of winning her father's heart, her own father 

who knows her so well and for so long and who is bound to her by blood ties, then how can she, when she becomes 

a young woman, have deep confidence in the power of her femininity?" (Searles, 1959, pp. 185-186). When a 

daughter's relationship with her parents is healthy, Searles points out, she gains the strength to accept the 

impossibility of her Oedipal aspirations not by identifying with the rival parent who forbids incest, but through the 

ego-strengthening experience of finding that her beloved parent responds to her, considering her worthy of love 

and appreciation, a desirable life partner, whom he gives up only with a sense of loss. This renunciation implies 

recognition of separation and respect for the other's individuality, as well as a deep acceptance of mutual love, a 

love free from the constraints of dependence. 3A picture totally different from that illustrated in the fairy tale, 

where, in the manifest content, the lawless father does not give up on the idea of fulfilling his desire to marry his 

daughter, and uses her dependence on him to persuade her to accept his proposal.   

But the fairy tale tells us that the daughter tries to avoid this lawless marriage by attempting to flee, and 

the emperor, upon finding out, punishes her by cutting off her hands. Why should the daughter be punished for 

her father's desire and lawlessness? In the logic of morality, the villain should be punished, not the innocent. The 

only possible answer seems to be—because the daughter was guilty of her incestuous desire, projected onto her 

father to avoid feelings of guilt, and of her desire to eliminate her mother, also fulfilled projectively, by the fact 

that her mother dies of an illness, not eliminated by her daughter.  

Studying the motif of incest in literature, Rank (1991) points out a difference between representations of 

Oedipal dramas in which the main character is male and those in which the main character is female. In the first 

situation, we encounter rescue fantasies in which brave heroes save damsels in distress who are oppressed by evil 

giants, an indirect, symbolic representation of the son's incestuous desires towards his mother. In the other case, 

incestuous tendencies are represented explicitly, but in reverse: it is the father who, driven by forbidden desires, 

imposes them by force, while the daughter (or stepdaughter) reacts with disgust or avoids intimacy by running 

away. Bollas' (2013) observation about the fantasy of having been molested by one's father, present in the 

unconscious life of every person, also fits into this sense of projection. "Molestation is, in fact, sexuality itself, 

which breaks the relationship with the mother and transforms the blessing of ignorance into the sin of sexual 

knowledge. The father is "sexuality-as-trauma," a molester whose sexuality creates a rift between the child and 

the mother" (Bollas, 2013, p. 36). Therefore, by deciphering the projections present in the manifest content of the 

fairy tale, we arrive at the hidden meaning—the girl's desire for her father.      

However, in her desire to marry her father, the emperor's daughter encounters a rival—the empress mother. In 

some versions of the fairy tale4 , the mother dies of an incurable disease, for which the daughter is not responsible, 

and the stepmother, through projective reversal (Dundes, 1980), is the one who orders her servants to kill the girl, 

demanding that the executioners bring her "lungs, heart, and liver" as proof that she has been killed, or the clothes 

and hands of5 . In The Lawless Emperor, it is the father who punishes her when he finds out that she wants to 

escape, cutting off her hands "and leaving her ugly and crippled." Why the hands? Why not another punishment?  

Dundes (1987), discussing the Brothers Grimm's version of "The Armless Maiden," proposes two 

possible answers. In the first interpretation, the father asks for his daughter's hand in marriage and, when refused, 

through a materialization of the fantasy, moves from the symbolic to the concrete level, "asks for her hand" and, 

not accepting refusal, takes her hands, concretely. This can be seen as a materialization of the expression "asked 

for her hand," which describes a marriage proposal, through a transition from the symbolic to the concrete level. 

In the second interpretation proposed by Dundes (1987) , the girl's hands are cut off as punishment for her Oedipal 

masturbatory fantasy. "Hands are commonly used to initiate masturbatory fantasies and, therefore, they may 

constitute appropriate 'sinful' objects that must be punished" (Dundes, 1987, p. 53). A similar interpretation can 

be found in the field of projective testing, where the absence of hands and fingers in a person's drawing is an 

indicator of self-mutilation desires caused by feelings of guilt related to autoeroticism (Jolles, 1971). This 

punishment of amputation of the hands combines both guilt for the desire to be asked for her hand and to become 

queen, taking the place of her mother, and shame related to her own sexuality, because the girl, remembering what 

her mother had taught her, "was overcome with shame, put her hand to her mouth, and bit her lips." 

 
3 In The Empress with a Golden Star on Her Forehead, the emperor's daughter tries to soothe her father's anger with caresses. But her father 
replied that if she wanted him to stop being angry, she had to marry him.  
4 In The Emperor's Daughter with Severed Hands, the stepmother, angry when the mirror tells her that she is not the most beautiful in the 

country, asks the executioners to take her to the forest, kill her, and bring back her lungs, heart, and liver as proof that she has been killed. In 
The Power of God is Great, the stepmother also has a daughter whom she favors, and, furious that the emperor's daughter has been courted by 

an emperor's son, she hires a thief to kill her and bring back her hands and clothes as proof. In The Emperor's Daughter with Cut Hands, the 

servants hired by the stepmother to kill the girl only cut off her hands and leave her alive.   
5 The servants spare the girl and bring her stepmother the organs of a dog and one of the girl's fingers. When she discovers she has been 

deceived, the stepmother enters the castle where her daughter lives, married to the son of an emperor, kills her children, and makes it look like 

her daughter is guilty. After the trial, the mother is the one who carries out the punishment and cuts off the girl's hands.     
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If we look at the Romanian versions of the fairy tale, the answer becomes clearer. In some versions, it is 

the stepmother who sends her to her death and asks the servant to bring her the girl's hands. A kind of symbolic 

castration, in which the girl is deprived of her ability to be autonomous, given by the absence of her hands, the 

ability to feed herself, thus becoming captive in helplessness and dependence. It is as if the fairy tale illustrates an 

attempt to erase puberty, blocking the natural course of development, with regression to dependence and 

helplessness remaining the only available path. This hypothesis is confirmed by the fact that, in other versions of 

the fairy tale, when her hands are not cut off, her children are killed6 .  

The fairy tale continues. The emperor's daughter, without hands, manages to escape hidden in a bear skin, 

reaching the garden of a neighboring emperor where she feeds on the fruits of the neighboring emperor's garden. The 

servants hunt the bear, discover her in the bear skin, and bring her before the emperor, who is amazed by her beauty. 

Some versions of the story describe in more detail this stage in which the emperor's daughter, because she had no 

hands, could only catch the fruit with her mouth, biting here and there at the fruit in the orchard. And when she is 

taken out of the bear skin, as if through a (re)birth, naked7 and without hands, like a baby coming into the world, 

coming out of the maternal womb, she is greeted by many people who are happy and surprised by her beauty.  

"The awareness of human separation, without the reunion that love offers—this is the source of shame. 

This is also the source of guilt and anxiety." (Fromm, 2016, p.29) 

Our teenager leaves her family and enters the big world, "finding her fortune, taking her place like every 

other person here on earth." The emperor's son falls in love with her and, with her parents' consent, takes her as 

his wife. But marriage does not mean maturity, only the beginning of it, the fairy tale tells us. One question lingers 

in my mind. Why did the prince's parents give their consent, even though they saw her physical disability, a 

reflection of her mental one? Why not encourage their son to choose a whole and healthy wife? The girl without 

hands is unable to work and love. Although beautiful, she needs others to care for her, and in turn, she cannot care 

for anyone else, she cannot touch, she cannot caress, she cannot strike, and she cannot defend herself; she can only 

be adopted by her husband's family. Perhaps her parents are trying to avoid separation and keep their son close to 

them, maintaining a symbiotic relationship? A plausible hypothesis, but one of the variants of the fairy tale8 

completes the picture, changing the meaning—the parents "tell him that it is not right, that she is not of royal or 

imperial descent, that she is lame... but he insisted: either you let me take her, or I will never marry," but they do 

not control their son, they respect his choice, they let him be independent.   

It is true that parents can keep their adult children in incestuous relationships, but sons and daughters also 

indulge in this situation. Years ago, Fromm pointed out an obvious fact—that it is not only babies who are helpless 

and need a mother figure to provide them with security, but also adults who, in many ways, are no less helpless in 

the face of uncontrollable natural and social forces, unpredictable accidents, and inevitable illness and death. "Man 

knows more or less clearly that paradise lost cannot be regained; that he is doomed to live in insecurity and risk; 

that he must rely on his own efforts and that only the full development of his powers can provide him with a 

minimum of strength and fearlessness" (Fromm, 2017, p. 121). From the moment of birth, every human being 

struggles between two tendencies: to reach out to the world or to return to the womb; to go on an adventure or to 

stay where they are, safe; to risk independence or to remain dependent and enjoy protection. Incestuous desires, 

Fromm (2017) tells us, "are not primarily the result of sexual desires, but constitute one of the most fundamental 

tendencies of man: the desire to remain attached to the place where one came from, the fear of being free and the 

fear of being destroyed by the very figure to whom one has submitted, becoming helpless and renouncing all 

independence." (Fromm, 2017, p. 133). 

It seems that the central theme of this second episode of the fairy tale is incestuous maternal fixation, a 

puzzle illustrating the regressive tendency toward dependence at different ages and at different moments in life. 

The girl without hands is totally dependent on those around her; her husband, the emperor's son, is caught up in 

battles to defend his motherland; the lawless emperor is still stuck in pathological mourning, unable to detach 

himself from his dead wife, who acts as a maternal substitute that no other woman can replace; the young couple's 

newborn child is also, naturally, totally dependent on those around him. But dependence also comes with the fear 

of being destroyed by the mother, an extreme consequence of regression, of the desire to retreat into the womb 

until dissolving into it. "This fear is primarily the result of dependence itself, which weakens one's own sense of 

power and independence; it may also be the fear of the very tendencies we find in the case of deep regression: that 

of being a baby again or returning to the womb—it is precisely these desires that turn the mother into a dangerous 

cannibal or an all-destructive monster." (Fromm, 2017, p. 123) 

Shortly after the wedding, when her husband was away at war, the armless wife gave birth to a baby boy. 

His father had learned of "the good fortune that had befallen his daughter" and, afraid of saying something and 

embarrassing him, decided to kill him. He tricked his son-in-law's trusted man and forged a letter in which, in 

 
6 In The Empress with a Gold Star on Her Forehead and The Priest's Daughter with the Stem, it is the father who cuts his children's throats. In 

The Emperor's Daughter with Cut Hands, it is the stepmother who kills them.   
7 In Front of the Emperor with His Hands Cut Off, he appears "naked, as his mother gave birth to him." The same is true in The Greatness of 

God's Power.  
8 In The Great Power of God. 
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response to the news of his son's birth, he asked his mother "to take the child and his mother, put them on a 

haystack, and set them on fire." In some versions, he is still angry that she left him and seeks revenge9 . Lawless 

for the second time, we might say, because, in addition to the taboo of incest, the emperor also wants to break the 

second taboo—thou shalt not kill thy fellow man.   

Could he be jealous, and could the whole conspiracy he is plotting, involving the exchange of letters, be 

a manifestation of his hatred for the daughter who betrayed him by marrying another man and giving birth to a 

child? If he was so possessive, why didn't he kill her from the very beginning, in the first episode? In other versions 

of the fairy tale, the father is hosted by or serves at the court of the neighboring emperor, kills the child10 and 

places the knife under his daughter's pillow so that she will be considered guilty of infanticide. However, we learn 

an important detail about him from other versions—that he was unable to mourn. 11He does not seek a new partner, 

he tries to replace his lost wife with a faithful copy of her. Sometimes it is the wife who asks him on her deathbed 

to marry a woman whose shoes or ring will fit her, and he obeys. And the only one who meets this requirement is 

their daughter. The emperor seems to be caught in endless mourning, unable to lose, to part, to break out of 

symbiosis, trying to keep his daughter close to him so that he can continue to avoid facing separation, limits, 

loneliness, the passage of time, aging, and the final separation, death.  

And in this whole context, although she apparently obeys the laws of the young emperor, respecting his 

demands, the emperor's mother, in fact, wondering what to do with the handless girl when she receives the fake 

letter from her son, whether to burn her at the stake or not, emerges as another authority that can oppose 

wrongdoing, another pole of power. Unlike the lawless Emperor, who betrays life and growth by choosing incest 

and murder, the emperor's mother loves life, independence, and growth. By choosing to support life, she transforms 

regression into progression, "decay" into "growth." Although the girl is apparently punished unjustly for the second 

time, being driven away from the palace with her child, in fact, for the first time, a maternal figure chooses to 

support her life and gives her the opportunity to choose, in turn, to go her own way, to break away from the security 

of her family, to take risks, to mourn, to grow. "She thought and changed her mind about where to go, where to 

take shelter, and she always left, but she looked back with sorrow." And, as if by miracle, she regains her hands, 

her autonomy, and her ability to care for herself and others. And as a result, her child has everything he wants—

her presence and her love. Because the gift that God and Saint Peter give to the child , the gift of having his every 

wish fulfilled, is closely linked to the recovery of the mother's hands, with which she can connect. Later, the 

father's hands will join them, completing the family relationships.   

When the young emperor returns from war, he is surprised to find that his wife and son are no longer in 

the palace. He immediately sets out to search for them, "and just when he no longer expected to find them, he 

came upon the forest where their house was." At first, he did not recognize his wife, because she now had hands. 

At night, while asleep, the emperor's hand hung out of bed, and the young empress sent the child to pick up his 

father's hand. The young emperor, informed by his servant about what had happened during the night, finally 

recognized his wife, who told him everything she had been through. "They rejoiced and gave thanks to God that 

they had met again."    

When two partners "meet again," their relationship is alive, flexible, leaving room for the surprise of 

getting to know each other, discovering and rediscovering each other every day. It is as if the emperor and empress 

are released from the prison of mutual projective identifications in love, able to be separate, different, and together 

at the same time, capable of living in intimacy. "Without separation, intimacy is confused with fusion: many 

couples cannot feel intimacy unless they feel the same thing as their partner. Because this rarely happens, they 

find themselves in a state of constant frustration and disappointment and tend to make increasing efforts to get the 

other to conform to their vision of what they should be. In fact, because they cannot tolerate separation, they cannot 

achieve intimacy either and are therefore condemned to the sterile coldness of isolation" (Colman, 1993, p. 133). 

The final episode of the fairy tale centers on Prince Charming, who proves wise enough to distinguish 

between being constructive or destructive in the exercise of power . This episode does not appear in other versions; 

usually, the story ends with the reunited family returning to the palace.  

Once again, something surprising happens—as they leave the house in the forest, the girl who welcomed 

them on their arrival tells Făt-Frumos not to forget the gift he was given, which even the queen had forgotten. 

What is the meaning of this request? It seems that the boy must not forget that he had this happy period when he 

had his mother all to himself, fulfilling his every wish. A lost paradise, which he can find again in a loving 

relationship with another woman. But it is important that he be able to recognize it—and just as his mother and 

father recognize each other as separate partners, bound by love, so too can Prince Charming recognize his desire, 

as happens when "his heart fluttered when he passed by the German emperor's daughter."  

But why does the boy only now become Prince Charming? Because now he already has the experience 

of being loved, cherished, and feeling like the center of his parents' world. He is a child whose grandiose self is 

 
9 In The Empress with a Golden Star on Her Forehead, The Lawless Emperor. 
10 In The Queen with a Golden Star on Her Forehead and The Priest's Daughter with the Stem. 
11 Variant 2 and variant from the 24 Romanian variants of The Maiden Without Hands presented by Corneliu Bărbulescu in "The Maiden 

Without Hands: AT 706 in Romanian Folklore." 
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mirrored by his parents, who look at him with pride and joy (Kohut, 2023). It is as if the girl/Muma Pădurii in 

other versions, asking him not to forget his gift, asks him to be aware of his omnipotence, to set limits on it, 

transforming it into a healthy sense of his own power to influence his life, but to sustain life, choosing love, not 

rape, as she demonstrates when she refuses to make the emperor's daughters "fall in love" with the traitorous 

believer. 

In the end, the father of the armless girl is transformed into a bear, and the believer into a hound. "And 

since then, it has remained that the hound barks at the bear, but does not attack it."  

The dynamic between the bear and the hound is not surprising, given the servant's subordination to the 

emperor. But why is the lawless emperor transformed into a bear? In some folk texts, "the bear is a man, because 

long ago people were like bears, they had hair like that, and then God made them as they are today and left a mark 

under their armpits, because they were once like that too. Our people are made from bears – It is said that a woman 

once lived with a bear" (Niculăiță-Voronca, 1903/1998, p. 314).  

From the ethnographic file that Cioancă (2016) compiles for the bear, we learn that the bear is known in 

Romanian fairy tales for its passionate aspects and for inappropriate inter-species carnal unions whose 

characteristic is the search for immediate pleasure. "Whether it is the 'most beautiful' girl who is coveted, or the 

she-bear who 'hangs on to the old man' driven by unbridled eroticism, or the 'priest who was a womanizer', it is 

carnal urges that make such an inter-reign relationship possible and viable, biologically and imaginatively." 

(Cioancă, 2016, p. 312).  

So, in our fairy tale, is it really about a punishment imposed on the lawless emperor? It would seem not... 

It is as if the lawless emperor continues to manifest his passionate vitality, now in the form of a bear, united with 

Mother-Nature in endless fusion, while the emperor's daughter, reborn as a teenager from a bear's skin, follows 

the progressive path of development, becoming a woman who sustains life, capable of love and intimacy.  
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