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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Study 

 Morality, in its descriptive and normative sense, according to Gert and Gert 

(2017) is a code of conduct that comes from a culture, religion, philosophy or even 

from each ‘rational’ individual. The factor that differentiates the descriptive from 

the normative sense of morality is the objectivity of a code. The descriptive sense 

perceives the code as something that is considered to be right or wrong by society, 

while the normative sense is all about what is right or wrong according to ‘rational’ 

people (Gert and Gert 2017). However, this does not mean that morality is rigid or 

cannot change over time. A study done by Wheeler, McGrath and Haslam (2019) 

proves that morality is indeed can shift, as seen through the fluctuation of moral 

priorities throughout the 20th century. Similar issues can be found in literature, 

mainly in modern literature such as Into the Woods. 

 Into the Woods is a play written by Lapine and Sondheim that combines 

several widely known fairy tales such as Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood, Jack 

and the Beanstalk and Rapunzel with Snow White and Sleeping Beauty shown at the 

end of Act 2. This play uses the original version of the fairy tales by Grimm 

Brothers and Perrault, which is the version of the fairy tales that are made for 

adults—instead of its widely known version which was made for kids and to be 

‘aligned’ with the moral of the society of that time (Flood 2014). Into the Woods 

tells us about a story of a couple (Baker and his wife—known in the play as Baker’s 

Wife) who try to undo a curse placed by a neighbouring witch as a revenge of 

IR - PERPUSTAKAAN UNIVERSITAS AIRLANGGA

SKRIPSI CHANGE OF MORALITY: ... STEFANY ANGGIE WIDYAWATI



2 
 

  

Baker’s parents who have stolen something from the Witch’s garden in the past. To 

undo the curse, Baker and his wife must collect four items and give them to the 

Witch, which are a white cow, a red cape, blonde hair and a gold slipper. In the 

journey, they met the characters which are adapted from the fairy tales and get the 

items from them, except for Snow White and Sleeping Beauty who were only 

shown at the end as cameos. This play has been dubbed as one of the most popular 

plays in American high school and has been interpreted many times (Here & Now 

2014).  

 One of the most controversial interpretations of this drama by Suffolk 

University is the assumption that this drama is a parable to AIDS crisis back in the 

80s—even though it has been denied by Sondheim himself (E. Bloom 2015). 

However, this study did not talk about AIDS, but rather talked about the change of 

morality experienced by the main characters—this is the highlight of this study 

because not many of the previous studies of this drama talk about the change of 

morality perspective. Other studies that discussed this drama in details are White’s 

research on the responsibility and consequences in the drama’s selected songs 

(2014), McCarty’s arguments on the mother characters—such as Baker’s Wife, The 

Witch and Jack’s Mother, and their style of motherhood (2011), Rukoyah’s analysis 

on the actantial and functional structure (2015), and how the storyline of the drama 

can be linked to American Dream through New Historicist perspective by Rogers 

(2016).  

 There are also some related studies found, which are written by Joudrey 

(2015), Sather (2015), White (2014), and Nafilla (2018). The gap of the study is 
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that the studies mentioned mostly analysing the root cause of change of morality or 

how morals of the old world can still be applied into our world—instead of 

analysing the events that indicate the causes of characters’ change of morality. 

Furthermore, this study elaborates the findings of previous research, The Actantial 

and Functional Structure Analysis of “Into the Woods” Musical Play by Siti 

Rukoyah (2015), in the context of moral change. The change of morality, as 

described by Bloom (2010), is the change of someone’s moral conduct which is 

influenced by their own experiences, societal contacts and values. The other causes 

of change of morality have also been studied multiple times by Kumar and 

Campbell (2016) and Williams (2015). 

 The writer chooses this drama as the main object of the study because of the 

drama’s twist on the well-known fairy tales, by giving the character grey moral—

in which their morality is not entirely good or bad. The actual reason why both 

Lapine and Sondheim created Into the Woods is that Sondheim wanted to create a 

musical about a quest like The Wizard of Oz, but Lapine wanted to write a fairy tale 

(Gordon 2015). Another interesting thing about this play is its play of character’s 

morality—each character is portrayed as an egotistical human being, instead of the 

typical black-and-white morality owned by characters in fairy tales. For example, 

the way each character wishes for something truly for their own benefit instead of 

the benefit of the society. 

 However, some of them are given a second chance to change themselves to 

be a better human being, such as the main characters: Baker, Jack, Cinderella and 

Little Red Riding Hood. This issue is chosen as the main discussion of this study 
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because the fact that morality is not rigid and can change over time has been proven 

by a recent study by Wheeler, McGrath and Haslam (2019). The study has shown 

that there is a change towards moral priorities in the 20th century, specifically in 

five moral grammars such as purity-based morality, authority-based morality, 

fairness-based morality, in-group based morality, and harm-based morality (2). The 

study argued the changes in morality priorities in the 20th century is affected by the 

culture that surrounds the database (10). However, according to Bloom (2010), the 

cause of someone’s change of morality is their own experiences and values that 

they hold—rather than a collective consciousness like the one that proposed by 

Wheeler, McGrath and Haslam.  

 Furthermore, change of morality can be caused by many other factors, such 

as personal interest, honour, and moral blind spot. DeScioli, et al. (2014, 3) 

proposed that someone’s moral judgement can change, especially if their personal 

interest is involved. On the other hand, Kumar and Campbell (2016, 147-8), argued 

that change of morality is caused by honour, like the abolishment of the slave trade 

in Britain. In their study, it is proven that honour can be given to someone of 

authority or gained through competition (2016, 150). Change of morality can also 

be caused by moral blind spot, according to Williams (2015). The change will bring 

its consequences in the future. The blind spot is caused by the moral collapse in the 

past and the lesson from said collapse have not been learned (976-7). 

 Into the Woods is written by James Lapine and composed by Stephen 

Sondheim. Both of them are prominent figures in the American Broadway scene. 

Other works that have been written and composed by these two figures other than 
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Into the Woods are Sunday in the Park with George (1984) and Passion (1994). 

James Lapine has also written several libretti for prominent plays in America, such 

as Falsettos (1992) and Little Miss Sunshine (2011). Three of his prominent works, 

including Into the Woods, received an award for Best Book of a Musical by Tony 

Desk Award.  

 The composer and songwriter for Into the Woods, Sondheim, has also 

produced many of Broadway’s major works, for example, Company (1970). 

Sondheim has been dubbed as “best-known artist in American musical-theatre” by 

previously New York Times’ theatre critic, Frank Rich (2000). One of his major 

works, Sunday in the Park with George (1985), won the Pulitzer Awards in 

Drama—one of the eight musicals that had received this award (Kable 2014). He 

also won Special Tony Award’s Lifetime Achievement in the Theatre in 2008, 

which given to honour the body of his works (American Theatre Wing’s Tony 

Awards n.d.). 

 This study uses A. J. Greimas’s Structural Semantics, which is believed as 

the most appropriate model for this study because it can be applied at any given 

level of structure (plot, characters, setting, or even the narrative itself), including 

the events that will lead to the change of main characters’ morality (Baker, Baker’s 

Wife, The Witch, and Jack). This study aims to analyse the actantial and functional 

structure of Lapine and Sondheim’s Into the Woods using Greimas’ Structural 

Semantics and relate them to the change of moral experienced by the characters of 

the drama. As explained, this study analyses the narrative in the chosen literary 
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work, Into the Woods, and relates the found narrative structure to identify the 

changes of morality experienced by the main characters. 

1.2 Statements of Problem 

 In order to analyse the change of morality that is experienced by the main 

characters, two questions below are used to elaborate the main problems of the 

research, which are: 

a. How are the actantial and functional structure of Into the Woods? 

b. How do the actantial and functional structure of the play relate to the 

change of morality of the main characters? 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

 The objectives of analysing this drama, concerning the statement of the 

problems, are: 

1. To identify the actantial and functional structure of Into the Woods based 

on Greimas’ Structural Semantics 

2. To understand the relation between the structures of the play and 

characters’ change of morality 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

 In literature, morality is mostly depicted as between black and white, while 

in reality, moral is not always rigid and changes constantly over time. This issue 

needs to be addressed as change of morality has been the root of the issue in today’s 

world. Most of the previous studies discuss the play based on its musicality and its 

prominent female figures such as the Witch and Baker’s Wife and also from the 
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socio-cultural history perspective. To fill the gap between those studies, this study 

analyses the change of morality experienced by the play’s characters as well as 

continuing the Rukoyah’s findings on the actantial and functional structure of the 

chosen literary work.  

 Hopefully, this study can help future researchers to understand more about 

Greimas’ Structural Semantics, the issue of moral changes in literature and to learn 

more about the object of this research—Into the Woods. Also, it is hoped that this 

study can contribute and enrich the literary research field, especially at the Faculty 

of Humanities, Universitas Airlangga. 

1.5 Definition of Key Terms 

Change of Morality : the change of someone’s moral conduct influenced 

   by their own experiences and societal contacts and  

   values (P. Bloom 2010). 

Morality : descriptively, code of conducts that is enforced by 

   society or one’s mind or normatively, code of   

   conducts that should be applied by a rational person.  

   (Gert and Gert 2017) 

Narrative  : a device for the author to tell underlying information 

   to readers that may be unknown to the characters in  

   the work of literature (Piacentino 1998, 156)
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