Stories

Folk tales offer
chance to talk

about troubles

BY CYNTHIA GREENLEE-DONNELL .
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CHAPEL HILL — Lenora Ucko knows that
very often, a story is more than just an enter-
taining way to pass the time.

Folk tales, for-example, can serve as a kind
of cultural guidebook that tell men how to be
men and women how to be women, and dic-
tate how the sexes shall interact.

Ucko, a Durham resident who holds a doc-
torate in cultural anthropology, founded the
StoriesWork nonprofit. It uses folk tales to
help abused women think about their plights
and let them know there are alternatives to
victimization.

For a battered woman, a folk tale in which
a man beats his girlfriend can open the door
to discussing abuse, but in a fictional and
therefore safe forum.

In a late March training, Ucko pointed out
that many folk tales are based on conflict
between male and female, husband and wife.
Folk tales often present archetypes of men
and women, and in most of the roles, there’s
very good likelihood that the woman charac-
ter will end up hurt. :

“The most prevalent one is the shrew; she
nags, is confrontational and is disobedient.
She’s a shrew because her husband doesn't
approve of what she’s doing. At the end of the
story, she’s beaten up,” often by her hen-
pecked spouse, Ucko said.

“The wise woman is the power behind the
throne; she knows how to get what she wants.
She manipulates her husband,” who's like a
puppet. '

“The good woman has given up; she doesn’t
fight anymore. Her husband can treat her
any which way. She does everything right, but
her husband misinterprets her and treats her
badly, like the story of Othello and Desde-
mona. Then there’s the egalitarian marriage,
with the assertive wife and assertive hus-
band. They are adults, and they deal with
each other in a respectful way.”

But, Ucko added: “There are very few folk
stories that I've been able to find that portray
egalitarian marriage. We don't have many
models of egalitarian marriage in our culture
— in poems, song lyrics, advertising, TV. You
can find in some other cultures evidence of
egalitarian marriages, but they are few and
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far between. Some of
them come from West
Africa,” Ucko said.

The prevalence of
folk tales that portray
unhealthy relationships
and rigid gender roles is
an unfortunate but accu-
rate reflection of the
world.

In a 1998 study on
women’s health issues,
The Commonwealth
Fund found that 31 per-
cent of American
women report physical
or sexual abuse by a
husband or boyfriend
during their lives. Esti-
mates about U.S. domes-
tic-abuse incidents vary,
but the numbers —
according to the U.S.
Department of Justice
— are staggering, any-
where from 950,000 to 4
million annually. And these are just the num-
bers from the United States.

Help for teenagers .

At this StoriesWork training, Ucko and vol-
unteers taught their “therapeutic story- =
telling” approach to social-service providers
who work with young people.

She used the technique in the 1970s at New

York’s Adelphi University to help social-work
graduate students connect with their diverse
clients, and applied it again at a Fort Bragg
school that prepared military officers for
overseas deployment.

Ucko said folk tales also can get teenagers
thinking about the transition to adulthood.

“Young people are faced with an incredible
burden to try to make sense of a very confus-
ing world. It’s not easy to grow up in this cul-
ture. The bags get heavier and heavier. When
they get to be teenagers, you're lost at sea” —
at precisely the time when hormones are
flowing wildly and dating starts.

And then she segued into a storytelling
demonstration: “Let me tell you a story. This
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