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Until the present, the fairy tale Hans im 
Glück (Hans in Luck), published by the 
Grimm brothers in the early nineteenth 
century, has been a part of people’s collec-
tive memory, forged by bedside readings 
and the continuous popularity of the 
Grimm collection, despite an ever-gro-
wing corpus of children’s literature. Trans-
lated into many languages, the tales still 
find ardent fans and followers, although 
they seem to have less and less to do with 
the realities of modern life.1

At first glance, this also pertains to Hans 
im Glück, a tale which can be read as a late 
document of a traditional society on the 
verge of disappearance. This was a society 
organized in temporal cycles and struc-
tured by processes of economic exchange 
that were basically non-monetary. The 
bartering of goods and services followed 
principles of individual utility that, in 
certain cases, might diverge greatly from 
‘real’ material worth. This is how it plays 
out with Hans, a young man who has 
served seven years as the apprentice and 
helping hand of a master in an unknown 
trade. He has the choice to stay on, since 
the master is highly satisfied with his work 
and conduct. But Hans longs to go home 

and be with his mother whom he has not 
seen for a long time. When he leaves his 
job, his master pays him a huge amount 
of gold, enough to make his fortune. 
Tiring on his journey, however, Hans soon 
exchanges the gold with a horse. He then 
becomes dissatisfied with the horse and 
trades it for a cow. This continues until 
Hans is left with nothing but a “light and 
merry heart”.

Hans indeed feels happy and vividly 
expresses it: “‘How happy am I!’ cried he: 
‘no mortal was ever so lucky as I am.’” His 
various desires have all been satisfied, and, 
although what he desired possessed less 
and less material value, every single wish 
was fulfilled and gave him pleasure. Such 
pleasure cannot last, to be sure. Neverthe-
less, Hans is convinced that he has made a 
profitable deal and got the best out of it.

Happy Hans and lucky Hans

In the tale’s 1823 English translation, 
happy Hans was turned into lucky Hans, 
or Hans in Luck. This might be interpreted 
as a deliberate critique and revision of the 
original. The translator obviously did not 
believe that Hans was happy but chose to 

present his adventures as a series of lucky 
incidents, in the sense of fortuna. This 
was not altogether a misrepresentation 
of the tale. Hans indeed considers him-
self lucky to have met all those seemingly 
generous men who have talked him into 
trading valuable for less valuable goods. 
At the same time, however, they have all 
contributed to his growing happiness, 
which reaches its peak after he, acciden-
tally, drops his last possession, a grind-
stone, into a deep river, thus thwarting 
any chance of starting his “golden trade” 
and financially securing his happiness. 
As a person Hans experiences happiness 
more than luck. He is even driven by the 
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search for happiness and Seelenfreude, joy 
of mind, as the Grimm brothers phrase it. 
While accident and luck do play a role in 
making him cross paths with the owners 
of the horse, the cow, the pig, the goose, 
and the grindstone, he feels utterly happy 
about these exchanges. Each transaction 
greatly enhances his subjective happiness. 

This was clearly at odds with conventio-
nal opinion around 1800. Even in a pre-
capitalist economy, in which most people 
hardly achieved more than subsistence, 
Hans’ choices would have aroused irrita-
tion. One could, of course, choose poverty 
over riches, as did Franciscan monks, who 
traditionally enjoyed a high social repu-
tation. One could also give money to 
the poor, in obedience to both religious 
and secular norms of charity. But it was 
hardly possible to find any virtue or posi-
tive morality in Hans’ transactions. They 
served the greed of those who tricked him 
and were based on fraud and delusion. 
Furthermore, they left him where he had 
started seven years earlier: without any 
means to support himself and his aging 

mother, and without any savings to set up 
his own household and family. 

Such a judgement, however, fails to take 
into account what the tale is all about: hap-
piness, rather than luck. The story leaves 

us in no doubt that Hans’ subjective fee-
lings go beyond economic concerns. His 
happiness is not based on abstract material 
values but reflects the pleasure he recei-
ves from concrete consumption: riding a 
horse instead of going on foot, expecting 
milk and cheese from a cow, bacon and 
ham from a pig. In the long run, these 
purchases leave him empty-handed; in 

the short run, they make him happy, and 
this is what he desires most. In this regard, 
he both embodies and opposes the credo 
of the modern world. He is never con-
tent with what he possesses but wants to 
increase his happiness, thus acting in line 
with Thomas Hobbes’ definition of feli-
city as the “continuall successe in obtai-
ning those things which a man from time 
to time desireth, that is to say, continuall 
prospering”.2 On the other hand, Hans’ 
continuous prospering takes place only in 
his imagination and emotional experience, 
since each successive purchase has less and 
less material value. 

Hans is clearly not yet a citizen of the 
modern world who pursues the capita-
list ideal of accumulating more and more 
riches with every investment. The goods 
that he desires are not selected according 
to their exchange value, but their sub-
jective utility, which Hans defines on 
the spot, without long-term reflection 
and calculation. Yet his decisions to sell 
and buy are not wholly spontaneous and 
hedonistic; they do serve an ultimate goal 

Hans’ subjective feelings go beyond 
economic concerns. His happiness 
is not based on abstract material 
values but reflects the pleasure he 

receives from concrete consumption.
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which goes beyond selfish concerns: What 
matters most to Hans is that he reaches 
home as fast as possible to embrace his 
mother, which will make both happy. 

The circular economy in Hans im Glück

Such behaviour seems more in keeping 
with a premodern, pre-capitalist order that 
knows and cares little about individual 
advancement and social mobility. Instead, 
its moral economy is organized in a cir-
cular and reciprocal way that takes into 
account different kinds of utilities and 
leaves room for moral commitments to 
God and kin. In such an economy, mate-
rial possessions are not all that counts, and 
their value might diminish quickly, depen-
ding on unforeseen and unforeseeable cir-
cumstances. Considering the contingen-
cies of the environment, it might even be 
rational to forego any riches and rely on 
what is of real value: personal relations, 
and the obligation of a son to take care 
of his mother. Material wealth might help 

but cannot be relied upon. Even without 
gold or grindstone, Hans, as a young and 
healthy man, could start anew and make 
his fortune, while at the same time showe-
ring his mother with filial love and com-
fort. Calculating and planning the future 
might be futile anyway, since the future 

cannot be foreseen, planned or comman-
ded. It seems far better and more sensible 
to insist on present-day happiness and to 
try to sustain it, by maintaining optimism 
and trust in God. Hans is free to choose 

optimism over pessimism, hope over fear, 
trust over distrust. He uses his freedom to 
achieve happiness. 

Reception

How did children and adults read this 
fairy tale? Did they take Hans to be a 
simpleton whose actions were to be ridi-
culed and ignored? Or did they envy him 
because finally, after seven years of stre-
nuous work and dependence, he indulged 
his temporary freedom to take his life into 
his own hands and decide what was good 
for him and made him happy? Did they 
see Hans as a radical dropout, an “anti-
hero” and “archetypical fool”?3 Did they 
appreciate his wish to return to his mother 
as soon as possible and give up everything 
he once owned? How did they think his 
mother reacted when her son returned, 
happy but empty-handed? Did Hans 
strike them as the antipode of modern 
possessive individualism and an inha-
bitant of an older, quickly disappearing 

Its moral economy is organized in 
a circular and reciprocal way that 

takes into account different kinds of 
utilities and leaves room for moral 

commitments to God and kin.
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world, organized by altogether different 
moral economies? 

Unfortunately, we know next to nothing 
about how the tale was received. What 
seems clear, however, is that it was not part 
of traditional folk wisdom. Hans im Glück 
was first published in a journal in 1818 
by the young classicist August Eduard 
Wernicke who pretended, however, that 
it came “aus dem Munde des Volkes” (out 
of the mouth of the people). Wernicke 
framed the story as a moral lesson, pla-
cing great emphasis on the connection 
between Hans’ lack of calculation and his 
ensuing poverty. When a year later, Wil-
helm Grimm included the tale in the later 
famous collection of fairy tales, he did not 
fully endorse such criticism. Instead, he 
painted Hans in much lighter colours, as 
an amiable fellow, who, without harming 
anybody, somewhat naively and sponta-
neously chooses to follow his own desi-
res. In this version, Hans in Luck came to 
rank among the dozen favourite Grimm’s 
tales and was reprinted time and again, 
either as part of the Grimm’s collection 
or on its own. It was also published with 
various illustrations, the first by George 
Cruikshank in 1823. In these illustrations, 
Hans is usually depicted as a happy person 
whose body language and gestures clearly 
demonstrate the joy he feels bartering his 
riches.4 

Such visual representations invite an ana-
lysis of Hans’ search for Seelenfreude as an 
early comment on the general history of 
happiness as it evolved during the modern 
era – one that both reflects and relativizes 
conventional values and lifestyles. It can 
be perceived partly as an affirmation of 
middle-class mores and practices, but also 
as subversive criticism.

Happiness was in the air

For Hans’ contemporaries, his obsession 
with happiness would not have come as a 
surprise. Happiness was in the air; already 
during the eighteenth century a huge 
number of books, articles, songs, and plays 
focused on this very theme. In German-
speaking countries, the quest for Glück-
seligkeit reached its peak between 1780 
and 1810, with moral lectures, sermons, 
comedies, and advice manuals suggesting 

the best and most successful ways of 
being happy. Even catechisms for children 
changed their traditional structure and, 
instead of starting with a list of commands 
and prohibitions, they addressed their 
young readers’ feelings and experiences of 
felicity.5 In France, Voltaire and Diderot 
declared that being happy was the first 
and foremost need and the only human 
duty. The American Declaration of Inde-
pendence proclaimed people’s inalienable 
right not only to life and liberty but also 
to the “pursuit of Happiness”6. This was 
very much in line with the general trend 
to emphasize the individual person and 
his (rather than her) quest for subjective 
and objective well-being. In the eyes of the 
Founding Fathers it was clearly not suffici-
ent to promise and grant people personal 
safety and the freedom to acquire, possess, 
and use property. They should also be able 

to pursue happiness, whatever that meant 
for them. Nobody could ensure, of course, 
that happiness would ever be achieved. 
What mattered was that the road to hap-
piness was open for anyone to take, as it 
was for Hans. All formal obstacles were to 
be removed – which meant, above all, that 
the state should refrain from interfering in 
people’s lives.

What is also striking is that both French 
philosophers and American Founding 
Fathers firmly located happiness in the 
individual man and citizen. He alone 
was the one who decided on which kind 
of happiness to pursue, and there was 
no suggestion that these decisions had to 
be morally framed or restricted. A per-
son should seek happiness for his or her 
own sake, independent of social institu-
tions. What mattered most was his or her 
subjective feelings, his or her own state 
of mind and Seelenfreude. Such radical 

individualization of happiness was not 
only consistent with the Enlightenment 
stress on man’s ability to think and reason 
by himself, without being brainwashed by 
religion, superstition, or politics. It also 
went hand in hand with the new interest 
in, and praise for, feelings and sensibility.

Happiness and the state

The pursuit of happiness came with two 
political options. For proponents of 
enlightened absolutist rule, like Christian 
Wolff, an influential professor at Halle 
University in the early eighteenth cen-
tury, the state was responsible for actively 
creating the conditions that would enable 
its subjects to become and remain happy. 
Government should thus conform to the 
model of a well-ordered police state. The 
absolutist states of eighteenth century 
Germany aimed to secure their subjects’ 
safety and welfare by means of, among 
other things, health policies, insurance 
schemes, and a great many legal regulati-
ons and formal prescriptions. At the same 
time, such regulations introduced norma-
tive ideas of how people should run their 
lives and care about their future happi-
ness – ideas that clearly clashed with the 
emphasis on individual autonomy that 
began to gain momentum during the late 
eighteenth century.

Around 1800, such paternalistic state 
activity became less and less accepted. 
Instead, there was mounting pressure 
on the government to restrict itself to a 
few crucial functions: ensuring the rule 
of law, guaranteeing the security of indi-
vidual property, and monopolising vio-
lence, both internally and in protecting 
the state’s external borders. Glückselig-
keit, so the argument went, could and 
should not figure as a legitimate state 
purpose. Instead, the state was to ensure 
that people were not prevented from see-
king it wherever they wanted to find it.7 
Such liberal concepts came close to what 
American revolutionaries had envisaged 
in the 1770s. They also shared the idea 
of happiness as a dynamic object of stri-
ving that defied any binding definition. 
What mattered was the pursuit of a goal 
that each person identified for themsel-
ves, in freedom and autonomy. A gene-
rally accepted definition of happiness of 

Grimm painted Hans as an 
amiable fellow, who, without 
harming anybody, somewhat 

naively and spontaneously chooses 
to follow his own desires. 
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religious or political provenance was thus 
off the table – happiness meant whatever 
each individual understood by it. 

Happiness from within

This dynamic conception was also cen-
tral to the thought of a German founding 
father, Immanuel Kant, the central figure 
of modern philosophy, who also pre-for-
mulated the principles of a liberal consti-
tutional state. Vehemently disagreeing with 

both Wolff’s ideas on state responsibility 
and Bentham’s utility concept, Kant dis-
missed happiness as a moral benchmark 
altogether. Happiness, he argued, was not 
a notion on which everyone could agree. 
One person’s happiness could be another’s 
misery. Taking the idea of individual auto-
nomy seriously meant rejecting happiness, 
logically and empirically, as the common 
object of people’s goals and actions. Under 
no circumstances could it ever serve as the 
foundation of universal morality. Freed 

from this heavy baggage, happiness could 
still figure as a personal wish, dream, and 
desire. What mattered, however, was hap-
piness as movement rather than as an actual 
state and status. Here as everywhere, Kant 
emphasized the moment of individual self-
determination and creative power: happi-
ness did not come from the outside, ran-
domly, as divine pardon or as the gift of a 
well-run state administration. It came from 
within, from people who strove for self-
improvement and self-perfection.8 
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