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ABSTRACT 
Monsters in folklore, fairy tales and contemporary 

media act as powerful symbols of fear, desire, and 

psychological growth. Sigmund Freud’s 

psychoanalytic theory and Bruno Bettelheim’s 

exploration of the therapeutic value of fairy tales 

offer essential frameworks for understanding how 

monsters in children’s literature reflect unconscious 

fears and desires. This paper examines the evolution 

of monsters, from terrifying figures in folklore to 

more approachable creatures in modern media, 

emphasizing their role in helping children confront 

and process emotional anxieties. Through an analysis 

of both Freud and Bettelheim’s ideas, alongside 

contemporary interpretations, the paper discusses 

how monsters represent a spectrum of human fears, 

from childhood nightmares to adolescent anxieties. It 

also explores the therapeutic potential of these figures, 

illustrating how stories of monsters provide children 

with tools for emotional resilience and self-discovery. 

In conclusion, the paper asserts that the depiction of 

monsters goes beyond merely inducing fear; it also 

plays a significant role in promoting personal 

development and emotional awareness, influencing 

both individual growth in childhood and broader 

societal dynamics. 

 

KEYWORDS: Monsters in Literature, Dream 

Theory, Symbolism in Fairy Tales, Monsters and 

Unconscious Fears, Fear Representation in Media 

 

I. Introduction 
Monsters have long captured human 

imagination, appearing in folklore, fairy tales, and 

modern media as both terrifying entities and 

symbolic representations of our deepest fears, desires, 

and emotional struggles. While traditionally seen as 

embodiments of terror, monsters also serve as tools 

for psychological growth, offering a means to process 

complex emotions, especially for children. 

Psychoanalytic theorists such as Sigmund Freud and 

Bruno Bettelheim have suggested that monsters 

reflect unconscious desires and emotional conflicts, 

helping children confront their fears in ways that 

promote resilience and self-discovery. This paper 

explores how the evolution of monsters in literature 

and media—from their origins as frightening, 

threatening beings to their modern portrayal as 

comical, approachable creatures—offers insight into 

childhood emotional development. Through this 

progression, monsters are not just symbols of fear, 

but also means for growth and transformation. The 

following sections explore the symbolic meanings of 

monsters in fairy tales and modern media, 

highlighting their therapeutic potential and the 

emotional resilience they foster. 

 

II. Freud’s Theory of Dreams and Its 

Connection to Fairy Tales 
Sigmund Freud’s theory of dreams posits 

that dreams act as a window into the unconscious 

mind, revealing repressed desires, fears, and internal 

conflicts. According to Freud, both dreams and fairy 

tales share a common symbolic language, rooted in 

unconscious processes that transcend individual 

experience (Young, 1997). In his seminal work “The 

Interpretation of Dreams”, Freud argues that fairy 

tales function as collective dreams, reflecting 

universal psychological themes. These stories, much 

like dreams, are often imbued with symbols that 

express repressed desires, making them a valuable 

tool for understanding the unconscious (McLeod, 

2024) (Young, 1997). Young contends that the darker 

elements in fairy tales represent the fearful, untamed 

aspects of the self, which are essential for personal 

growth and understanding (Young, 1997).  

Freud's psychoanalytic framework suggests 

that, like dreams, fairy tales are shaped by cultural 

and societal values. However, they also reflect deep-

seated fears and desires that transcend these external 
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influences, touching on universal human experiences 

(Σαρρής, 2004). For instance, the motifs of the “evil 

stepmother” or the “wicked witch” in fairy tales can 

be interpreted as symbols of parental figures and the 

internal struggles children face when navigating 

complex emotions such as envy, love, and fear 

(McLeod, 2024). 

Although Freud's theories have been 

critiqued, particularly for their limited view of 

cultural influence in the shaping of fairy tales (Tucker, 

1988), his ideas remain foundational in 

understanding how monsters and other symbols in 

fairy tales reflect the workings of the unconscious 

mind. Scholars such as Otto Rank and Géza Róheim 

have expanded upon Freud’s work, highlighting the 

role of these stories in psychological development 

and in the expression of personal and collective fears 

(Repciuc, 2019). 

 

III. Bettelheim and the Symbolism in Fairy 

Tales 
Bruno Bettelheim's influential study on 

fairy tales, "The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning 

and Importance of Fairy Tales" (1976), explores the 

therapeutic and educational value of fairy tales for 

children. Bettelheim, building on Freud's work, 

emphasizes the symbolic interpretations of fairy tales, 

such as the giant representing the father, the witch as 

the mother, and the wolf as the "Id." He argues that 

fairy tales convey important messages at various 

levels of consciousness—conscious, subconscious, 

and unconscious—corresponding to different stages 

of human development (Bettelheim, 1991), 

(Καναβούρη, 2019). According to Bettelheim, these 

stories help children organize their thoughts and 

internal worlds, providing coherence and structure to 

the confusion they experience in their lives (vom 

Orde, 2013), (Bettelheim, 1991), (Σαρρής, 2004). 

Critics, however, argue that his focus on the 

psychoanalytic interpretations of these stories 

overlooks the cultural and social context in which 

fairy tales were created (vom Orde, 2013). 

Nonetheless, Bettelheim’s insights remain influential 

in understanding how fairy tales—through their 

symbolic use of monsters and other figures—help 

children confront deep-seated fears and anxieties, 

ultimately fostering emotional resilience. 

 

IV. Monsters as Symbols: Navigating 

Childhood Fears and Growth 
Monsters, in both folklore and 

contemporary media, have evolved to serve as 

symbols of humanity’s deepest fears and anxieties. 

According to Lawrence, monsters often represent the 

unknown, serving as a metaphor for suppressed 

thoughts, desires, and societal taboos. Throughout 

history, monsters have taken on various forms, from 

terrifying creatures in folklore designed to teach 

moral lessons, to more fantastical beings in modern 

literature that reflect the complexities of human 

emotion (Lawrence, 2015) (University of Michigan, 

n.d.). 

The etymology of 'monster' reveals its role 

as a symbol of warning or revelation. Derived from 

Latin 'monstrare' (to show or warn), the term evolved 

from ancient Greek omens to symbols of evil or 

extreme traits in Modern Greek. (Βικιλεξικό, n.d.) 

(Πάπυρος Λαρούς Μπριτάνικα, 1993, 1996), (greek-

language.gr, n.d.) , (Lawrence, 2015). Over time, the 

concept of monsters has been influenced by literature 

and cultural shifts. The most memorable monsters 

combine fantastical elements with recognizable 

human traits, blending the familiar with the unknown 

(Ameri, 2016). 

The fear of monsters under the bed is a 

common childhood anxiety rooted in folklore, with 

the concept of the "boogeyman" appearing across 

various cultures. This fear often arises as children 

face new experiences and try to understand danger, 

with parents playing a key role in shaping their 

perceptions (Thomson, 2015). These fears typically 

develop between ages 4 and 5 and evolve from 

imaginary fears to more realistic ones, such as fears 

of storms or fire, often tied to separation anxiety from 

parents (Thomson, 2015) (Kauffman, 2015), 

(Jacobson, 2014) , (Fogarty, 2016). Facing these fears 

help children build courage and resilience (Lauren, 

2020) and bad dreams and nightmares play a role in 

helping them process emotions and fears (Fogarty, 

2016), (Morin, 2020). 

The fear of monsters is believed to have an 

evolutionary origin, rooted in early human 

vulnerability to nighttime predators (Krisch, 2022) . 

Over time, this fear became a cultural phenomenon, 

manifesting in stories of the boogeyman and fears of 

monsters under the bed (Morin, 2020) (Thomson, 

2015). Dr. Kauffman suggests that fear of the dark 

stems from our natural tendency to worry when we 

can't see (Kauffman, 2015), while Professor Gray 

notes that children's fear of monsters arises from 

unexamined places in the dark (Krisch, 2022). 

Children's protests before bedtime are most 

common in Western cultures, where they often sleep 

alone in the dark. In contrast, children in other 

cultures typically sleep with caregivers, leading to 

fewer protests. According to Gray’s theory, this fear 

is instinctual, rooted in the need for protection and 

safety when children are alone at night (Krisch, 2022). 

Dr. Shelby Harris highlights that if expressing fear 
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delays bedtime, children may continue the behavior, 

but parents can distinguish between real fear and a 

sleep-delay tactic (Jacobson, 2014). 

Cohen argues that monsters are symbols that 

constantly shift in meaning, embodying fear, desire, 

anxiety, and imagination, and serving something 

larger than themselves (Lawrence, 2015). In 

children's literature, monsters often represent fears 

like loneliness, separation, and feeling different, 

helping children process psychological anxieties. 

Nighttime monsters provide a safe space for children 

to confront and discuss these fears with adult 

guidance (Maynes, 2020). 

Coats links dreams and images, particularly 

the mother as a spider, to represent an overprotective 

or oppressive maternal figure. Through her 

experiences with her children, she observed that they 

would have dreams (or nightmares) involving spiders, 

with the mother either absent or depicted with many 

arms, symbolizing overwhelming responsibilities. 

The spider is often a gothic symbol of a controlling 

mother, as seen in literature and film like “Harry 

Potter”(1997-2007), “Coraline” (2002), and 

“Charlotte's Web” (1952), where confronting the 

spider-like mother represents a challenge to 

overcome oppressive control (Jackson, McGillis, & 

Coats, 2008).  

 

V. Evolution of Fear: From Childhood 

Monsters to Adolescent Anxieties 
The development of fear in children evolves 

across different age stages, from infancy through 

adolescence (University of Michigan, n.d.).  

Infants (up to 3 years): At this stage, 

children's imagination is vivid, often making it 

difficult for them to distinguish fantasy from reality  

(Richey, 2022). They are typically scared of 

imaginary threats, like monsters under the bed  

(Morin, 2020). Classic nursery rhymes and stories 

with monsters help children cope with these fears, 

teaching them to confront and overcome them 

(Lauren, 2020). Separation anxiety, the primary fear 

at this age, is often depicted in fairy tales like "Hansel 

and Gretel." 

Toddlers (3-6 years): This period, known as 

the "age of fairy tales," involves a strong imagination 

(Johnson , 1972). Children may fear animals, 

darkness, and supernatural monsters, gradually 

understanding death. At this age, they start 

distinguishing between reality and fantasy, but fairy 

tales still provide valuable learning tools. Monsters 

and supernatural elements are often used to explore 

deeper anxieties, like separation and physical harm 

(Kane, 2017). 

Children (6-12 years): As children grow, 

their fears evolve from imaginary monsters to more 

realistic ones  (Morin, 2020). The irrational fear of 

creatures under the bed fades, and they begin to 

engage with fears related to injury, destruction, and 

the death of loved ones  (University of Michigan, 

n.d.). At this age, they may enjoy horror-themed 

media, like TV shows and movies, which depict 

monsters with physical deformities rather than 

psychological fears. Horror stories, such as R.L. 

Stine's “Goosebumps” (1992-1997), target these new 

fears in a way that is entertaining rather than deeply 

unsettling  (University of Michigan, n.d.). 

Adolescence (12-15 years): Teenagers 

develop more complex fears related to identity, social 

pressures, and sexuality. The traditional monsters, 

like werewolves and vampires, reflect the hormonal 

changes and social anxieties they experience. They 

represent not only physical transformations but also 

complex internal and psychological conflicts that 

adolescents face. Adolescents begin to connect more 

with stories that explore human nature and 

psychological struggles, and often enjoy horror 

literature that uses monsters to represent more 

abstract fears, such as Stephen King's works 

(University of Michigan, n.d.). 

Young Adults (16+ years): The evolution of 

monsters in fiction reflects a shift from physical, 

fantastical creatures to more human-like beings that 

represent darker aspects of humanity (Lauren, 2020). 

In modern young adult and adult fiction, monsters are 

often subtle and harder to identify, amplifying 

individualized fear. For example, in “Harry Potter”, 

the boggart embodies personal fears, and Dementors 

are frightening due to their vague, ominous presence 

(Lauren, 2020). 

 

VI. Responsibility Towards Fear: Guiding 

Children through Scary Stories 
Approaching scary stories for children 

requires sensitivity and understanding. While 

children are naturally drawn to fear, they are often 

more resilient than adults often think (Ruth, 2014), 

(Russin, 2013), (Cavan, 2019), (Shumaker, 2016). 

Dark and scary stories can evoke curiosity 

or excitement, depending on the child's age and 

temperament. Many experts recommend introducing 

these stories while considering each child's 

personality, resilience, and ability to cope with fear  

(Ruth, 2014), (Orbach, Vinkler, & Har‐ Even, 1993). 

Gradual exposure to fear is recommended, as an 

overly protective approach may leave children more 

vulnerable in the long term, hindering their ability to 

navigate challenges as they grow (Morin, 2020) 
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(Russin, 2013), (Ruth, 2014), (Orbach, Vinkler, & 

Har‐ Even, 1993),   (Kane, 2017). 

The way fear is experienced depends on 

how the story is presented (through speech or images), 

as well as the reactions of caregivers and 

environmental factors  (Orbach, Vinkler, & Har‐
Even, 1993). Parents must tailor stories to their 

child's needs to avoid potential negative effects, such 

as increased anxiety or fear (Russin, 

2013),(Shumaker, 2016), (Kane, 2017), (Orbach, 

Vinkler, & Har‐ Even, 1993). Intense emotions 

before bedtime can lead to nightmares, so scary 

stories before bed should be avoided for sensitive 

children (Shumaker, 2016), (Kauffman, 2015), 

(Morin, 2020). Authors of children's horror stories 

are responsible for ensuring their stories are not too 

violent and provide satisfying endings. Stories should 

be fun but within safe boundaries, allowing children 

to distance themselves from fear when needed  

(Cavan, 2019). Books that help children overcome 

fears, such as the fear of the dark, can also be 

beneficial  (Morin, 2020). 

 

VI.1 Strategies for Coping with Fear 

Caregivers must recognize that while stories may be 

fictional, children's fears and emotions are genuine 

(Shumaker, 2016). Parents should validate these 

feelings, offer support, and avoid dismissing or 

ridiculing their child's fears  (Morin, 2020), 

(Thomson, 2015), (Richey, 2022), (Jacobson, 2014). 

After exposing children to scary stories, parents 

should be available to reassure them and answer 

questions (Kane, 2017), (Russin, 2013), (Shumaker, 

2016). Creating a safe environment and preparing 

children psychologically before a scary story is 

important  (Shumaker, 2016). Additionally, giving 

children control over their fears, such as allowing 

them to stop a scary story, can help them feel 

empowered (Kane, 2017). 

There are two main strategies for managing children's 

fears: 

1. “Positive Pretend Play”: Effective for children 

under 6 years, this strategy involves focusing on 

positive elements in a story to reduce fear, such as 

describing monsters as friendly. It helps children feel 

capable of managing their fears without adult 

dependence. Common coping mechanisms include 

using comfort objects like blankets or stuffed animals. 

(Morin, 2020), (Thomson, 2015),   (Maynes, 2020). 

2. “Reality Affirmation”: More effective for children 

over 7, this strategy helps children recognize that 

their fears are imaginary and monsters are not real 

(Maynes, 2020). If fears persist or intensify, seeking 

professional help is recommended (Morin, 2020), 

(Kauffman, 2015). 

 

VI.2 Bedtime Stories 

Pereira defines "bedtime stories" as those 

that focus on themes related to bedtime, such as 

separation anxiety, comfort, and dreams (Pereira, 

2019) in (Maynes, 2020).  These stories often 

incorporate childhood fears, like the fear of the dark, 

helping children understand and process them. They 

provide both entertainment and emotional support, 

fostering emotional connections with parents and 

aiding in linguistic and emotional development 

(Maynes, 2020). 

Authors and illustrators of bedtime stories 

use strategies like portraying monsters as symbols of 

growth and maturity. Elements like the bedroom 

scene and color palettes help shape the child's 

perception of safety and calm. In modern stories, 

monsters are often friendly or humorous, offering 

lessons on managing fears. This softening of the 

monster, seen not only in bedtime stories but also in 

other children's media, will be discussed further in the 

next section (Maynes, 2020). 

 

VI.3 Weakening the Monster 

In modern children's literature, monsters are 

often depicted as cute or funny rather than terrifying. 

This shift helps children confront their fears in a 

controlled environment, with monsters being stripped 

of their threatening qualities (Maynes, 2020), 

(Lauren, 2020)  . Authors like Neil Gaiman use 

humour and plot twists to empower young readers, 

blending childhood fears with humorous elements  

(Jackson, McGillis, & Coats, 2008)... Books such as 

“Bedtime for Monsters” (Ed Vere, 2011) and “The 

Wardrobe Monster” (Bryony Thomson, 2018) also 

demystify monsters, making them friendly and 

reducing fear (Maynes, 2020). 

Children often relate to monsters that reflect 

their own insecurities. For example, in “Meet the 

Monsters” (Jane Yolen, 1996), Frankenstein's 

insecurities mirror a child's emotions. Media like the 

album “The Original Monster Mash" (Bobby "Boris" 

Pickett & The Crypt Kickers, 1962) and the TV series 

“Sesame Street” (1969-present) present monsters as 

fun and harmless, further challenging traditional 

portrayals of fear (University of Michigan, n.d.). 

Movies like Disney’s “Monsters, Inc.” 

(2001) subvert the typical scary image of monsters, 

turning them into friendly and humorous characters  

(Jacobson, 2014). These modern depictions of 

monsters often embody postmodern characteristics, 

blending humour, self-referential parody, and 

subversion of traditional power dynamics (Maynes, 

2020). 
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As the portrayal of monsters evolves in children’s 

literature, a fascinating shift occurs—monsters 

become less threatening and more comical, merging 

the realms of horror and humour. This transformation 

paves the way for the emergence of the "comic 

gothic" genre, where fear is explored through playful 

absurdity rather than pure terror. 

 

VI.4 The Comic Gothic 

The "comic gothic" genre, which blends 

horror, humour, and gothic elements, has developed 

significantly in the 21st century, particularly in 

children's literature. Lemony Snicket’s “A Series of 

Unfortunate Events” is a prominent example, helping 

popularize the genre since the late 1980s  (Cross, 

2008). Humour in these works acts as comic relief, 

reducing fear and providing psychological benefits. 

By presenting fear in a humorous context, this genre 

reduces anxiety, making frightening situations more 

approachable and manageable. Child psychologist 

Paul McGhee notes that young children are more 

comfortable with absurd representations of fear 

because they recognize them as fantasy. Through 

lightheartedness and parody, it allows children to 

explore scary scenarios without being overwhelmed. 

The exaggerated, often absurd portrayals of fear in 

comic gothic works provide emotional distance, 

allowing children to confront their fears in a 

controlled environment, while also teaching them 

that fear can be playful and even humorous (McGhee, 

1989) in (Cross, 2008). This approach not only 

entertains but also equips young readers with the 

tools to cope with anxiety in a safe and engaging way 

(Byars, 1993) in (Cross, 2008). 

Betsy Byars (1993) highlights the difference 

in humour perception between adults and children, 

asserting that children must be exposed to more 

sophisticated humour as they mature. Many 

children’s entertainment productions, such as “The 

Addams Family” and “Scooby-Doo”, often 

incorporate gothic parody, helping children recognize 

these comedic elements (Cross, 2008). 

However, Lauren cautions that overly 

exaggerated or "happy" monsters, when presented to 

young children, may lead them to associate monsters 

with positive endings and view them as non-

threatening, thereby losing their educational value 

(Lauren, 2020). 

 

VII. The Necessity of Fear 
Monsters in children's literature provoke both 

fear and excitement, while offering a sense of 

challenge and the possibility of being defeated 

(Cheyenne, 2023). Julie Coss’ bibliotherapy theory 

suggests that encountering these fantastical creatures 

helps children develop resilience by engaging their 

imagination. Exposure to monsters enables children 

to envision themselves as heroes, confronting fears, 

and teaches them about the existence of evil, showing 

that good doesn't always prevail (Cross, 2008). The 

portrayal of monsters blends fear, joy, and humour, 

making it a powerful tool in the development of a 

child's imagination (Lauren, 2020). 

As children grow, their relationship with 

monsters evolves, reflecting changing perceptions of 

the world. In childhood, monsters may represent 

imaginary threats that children can confront with 

optimism and support. However, as adults, 

individuals may face real-life "monsters" that 

symbolize deeper, complex fears and taboos, such as 

violence, abuse, or societal issues. These fears must 

be addressed through a balance of imagination and 

optimism to navigate the challenges of adulthood. By 

maintaining this balance, individuals can confront 

their fears, explore suppressed anxieties, and 

rediscover a sense of positivity and possibility in their 

lives. (University of Michigan, n.d.) 

As children mature, the role of monsters in 

their lives evolves to match their growing 

understanding and emotional development. Initially, 

monsters may serve as entertaining figures that help 

children confront their fears, but as they grow, they 

become representations of deeper psychological 

anxieties (University of Michigan, n.d.), (Lauren, 

2020). Bettelheim suggests that monsters embody 

negative traits that children may associate with 

themselves, and by interacting with these creatures, 

children learn to challenge and overcome their fears. 

Monsters thus serve as both imaginative tools for 

emotional growth and as symbols to help children 

understand and manage their inner conflicts 

(University of Michigan, n.d.). 

 

VIII. Conclusion 
Monsters, whether in folklore, literature, or 

media, have evolved from simple embodiments of 

external threats to complex symbols of internal fears 

and emotional conflicts. By examining the work of 

Freud, Bettelheim, and others, monsters represent 

unconscious desires, fears, and identity struggles, 

playing a crucial role in helping children confront and 

process difficult emotions. 

As individuals mature, monsters evolve 

alongside their growth, shifting from imaginary 

childhood fears to more complex anxieties tied to 

identity, social expectations, and existential 

questions. Contemporary portrayals, blending horror 

with humour, allow children to engage with their 

fears in a safe, controlled environment, promoting 

emotional resilience. 



 

   

International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM) 

Volume 5, Issue 2, Mar.-Apr., 2025, pp: 397-403                           ISSN: 3048-6874 

www.ijhssm.org 

 

 

 

| Impact Factor value 7.52 |                                   ISO 9001: 2008 Certified ‘Journal                               Page 402 

Ultimately, monsters are not merely sources 

of fear but agents of personal transformation. By 

confronting these symbolic creatures, individuals 

learn to understand and navigate their inner worlds, 

transforming fear into a tool for growth, self-

awareness, and resilience. Through this journey, 

monsters reveal that fear is something to be 

understood, transcended, and used as a stepping stone 

toward emotional maturity. 
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