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FOLKLORE OF 

SCAPEGOATS 

By: Christian Strahl 

our mother has just given birth. You are excited to be an older 

sibling but when you see your baby brother there’s something 

wrong. His head is huge and wrinkly and his eyes are tiny and 

beady and his nose is small and pointy and his mouth looks like a turtle’s. You 

ask your father what’s wrong with him and your father says it’s something 

called a “changeling”. He says it’s not your brother because some mean fairy 

came and stole him and left this thing. You ask if he’s sure saying, “maybe he’s 

just ugly.” But your father says that he’ll be sure when he leaves the monster 

by the waves on the beach. He says if it’s not there the next day then it was a 

changeling that got up and walked off. This is horrifying today but in a time 

before doctors and modern understandings of genetics “The Changeling” was 

the only way to explain those with such deformity. The 

“creature” described above has characteristics of 

progeria, an uncommon but disfiguring 

congenital condition (birth defect) and the 

“test” described above was sometimes used 

knowing that the baby would always fail 

making it a more acceptable form of 

infanticide. Humans are naturally curious and 

when the abnormal presents itself humans 

must question its cause. Without scientific 

knowledge of a subject man must turn to its 

imagination to explain that with no obvious 

cause 

Y 
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ith over 300,000 infantile 

deaths from congenital 

anomalies in 2015 (World 

Health Organization) there is no shortage of 

cases for stories to develop from. This causes 

there to be no single description of 

changelings allowing those born with Autism 

and those born with Ichthyosis to both have 

been labeled as changelings. Because the 

changeling myth was born 

as a desperate attempt to 

explain the abnormal the 

changeling and the fairies 

that create them are truly at 

their core a scapegoat. The 

real reason there is no single 

description is to allow for 

anything to be considered a 

changeling. This means that 

adults who are for some 

reason strange or 

intellectually disabled can 

be called a changeling or a 

“solitary fairy” (Eberly 71). 

For example, the story of 

the Wulver, a humanoid 

nature fairy “that liked lived 

alone in a cave, [he] liked to 

fish, had the head of a wolf, 

was covered from head to 

toe in short brown hair, and that he didn’t 

molest folk if they didn’t molest him” (Eberly 

72). Sometimes the Wulver is described as 

more than docile but in fact kindhearted but 

shy, “Families that were poor and starving 

might find that the Wulver had left a supply 

of fish on their windowsill” (scotsman.com). 

The Wulver was likely a man with Hurler’s 

syndrome which causes clawed hands, 

depressed nasal bridge and upturned nose, 

and a prominent mouth, also those effected 

are commonly kind natured. The nose 

deformity along with the larger mouth may 

make the affected appear wolf like; pair that 

with the clawed hands and some hyperbole 

leads to the description of a wolfs head. 

The Wulver is 

also an example of 

hybridity. Sometimes the 

changeling would not be 

explained as swapped at 

birth but as being born 

because of human relations 

with the supernatural or an 

animal. The Wulver may 

have been explained as a 

hybrid of man and wolf or 

wolf spirit. The hybrid 

explanation may have been 

exploited in ways like the 

infanticide tests mentioned 

earlier. If a man is unhappy 

with his wife and she gives 

birth to a changeling the man 

may say that it is proof of 

adultery and/or bestiality 

allowing for him to legally be rid of his wife, 

often through burning at the stake. 

W 
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he changeling was not 

the only scapegoat, 

most folklore can be 

used to explain the 

unfortunate, unusual, or 

otherwise unexplainable. For 

example, vampires are an 

ancient mythological 

creature that many are aware 

of due to their continuing 

appearances in pop culture 

and literature. Vampires 

served many purposes as 

folklore. First and foremost, 

their story encourages people 

to accept death. Vampires 

show the grotesque, unnatural, 

and horrifying result of immortality, 

portraying it as a curse rather than a blessing 

as many would be inclined to imagine.  

Vampires also were used to explain 

disease and death, “It is not entirely 

unreasonable … [to 

blame] death on the 

dead, especially in the 

case of contagious 

diseases” (Hallab 168). 

If there a town was 

suddenly struck by a 

plague a common 

explanation was that a 

vampire preyed upon the townsfolk making 

them sick. Also during this time people were, 

rightly, terrified of the spread of the plague 

through dead bodies and buried plague 

victims as soon as they died. However, many 

towns lacked proper 

physicians to completely 

confirm that people were 

dead, which leads to the 

possibility that living people 

were buried (Hallab 172). 

This explains reports and 

stories of people “rising 

from the grave” which 

furthered the explanation of 

vampire attacks since 

sometimes those who died 

from the vampire attacks 

would “come back.” In this 

way, vampires were used to 

explain the unseen 

microorganisms causing 

illness and the events of unnoticed comas 

creating “living dead.” 

 

Recently I met with my grandmother 

who grew up in a small town in West 

Virginia, I asked her about her 

experiences with superstition 

growing up. “My grannie 

Fipps liked to window shop 

but as she walked along the 

sidewalk she would never step 

on a crack. She always said it 

was terrible luck so she 

always stepped over the 

cracks and the seams in the pavement.” This 

superstition originated from the belief that, 

“cracks are physical manifestations of 

boundaries between worlds…” (Dowell), and 

so stepping on or otherwise interacting with a 

T 
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crack will invite spirits, 

fairies, witches, or even the 

Devil harass you or your 

family. This creates the 

rhyme, “Step on a crack 

break your mother’s back, 

step on a line break your father’s spine.” 

There are other superstitions related to cracks 

in things such as a crack in the dining table 

means there will be a death in the family 

(Dowell), or cracks in the 

ceiling or walls means a 

terrible cold winter. 

Perhaps though the most 

popular superstition 

relates to cracking or 

breaking mirrors which is 

said to be 7 years of bad 

luck. Mirrors have often 

been seen as a window 

into another realm, a 

literal reflection of our 

world where everything is 

reversed and sometimes 

maliciously so. This leads 

to the belief that cracking 

a mirror will somehow 

allow bad spirits into your 

world who will cause you to 

have terrible fortunes. 

Another superstition 

my grandmother grew up around is the belief 

that deaths in a community always come in 

threes. This is a belief that I had personally 

heard as well though about celebrities instead 

of just members of my town, though this is 

likely because I did not 

grow up in a small town 

where everyone knew each 

other. Three has long been 

a sacred number and no one 

is quite sure why that is. In 

mythology three appears many times such as, 

Kronos’s three sons, the three fates, the three 

judges, etc. The final two of these relate to the 

Greco-Roman interpretation of death in 

which the three fates 

determine the length of a 

person’s life 

(greekmythology.com) 

and the three judges 

determine their place in 

the afterlife. Because three 

is often associated with 

death this may have 

created the superstition 

that people will die in 

groups of three. However, 

as my grandmother said, 

“I always wondered well 

what happens if there’s 

one right after the third. Is 

that the start of the next 

three or what?” we know 

that people do not die in 

groups of three but it makes 

the loss easier for some if 

they have something to 

blame such as the fates or that “people always 

die in groups of three.” 
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Folklore always has a purpose. Many of the better-known ones such as 

the boogeyman exist simply to scare children, sometimes into behaving, but as 

often as not folklore, superstition, and sometimes mythology, are used as ways 

for people to blame that which they cannot understand on something. It is 

difficult for humans to allow a question to go unanswered. The scientific theory 

is based on asking a question and finding the best answer for it. When humans 

lack the technology or skill to properly understand something scientifically they 

often come up with reasons that seem illogical to those who do have access to 

the technology or skill. For example, the changeling discussed at the beginning 

of this article with our modern understanding of genetics and defects the story 

seems absurd but it is the only explanation that they could give. This makes us 

wonder what do we today commonly accept as fact that will one day be absurd 

because of advancements of technology that we cannot fathom. Perhaps the idea 

that the speed of light is the fastest something can travel will seem backwards, 

or our understanding of how our own brains work. What the future hold is 

uncertain but man never stops looking for answers to that which they do not 

understand. 
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