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A Descriptive—Analytical Approach to the Function of Women in Hormozgan Folktales Based
on Vladimir Propp’s Model
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*Corresponding Author’s Email: esmaaili@iau.ac.ir

Abstract

Folktales are among the most significant sources of anthropology and sociology for all ethnic groups and are considered a cultural asset
for every nation. Iranian legends and folktales, likewise, contain various social and cultural insights. Women, as an integral part of human
society, have always played active roles in folktales, engaging in actions or being assigned roles that, according to Vladimir Propp’s
model, are referred to as functions. The totality of these functions reflects the image of women in the stories and legends of a nation. This
study, adopting a descriptive—analytical method and utilizing library sources, seeks to analyze the image and functions of women in the
folktales of Hormozgan, using Propp’s model as a framework, and to examine the roots and factors shaping society’s perceptions of
women through this lens. Based on the findings of the research, women appear in Hormozgan’s folktales in roles such as mother, daughter,
stepmother, wife, female neighbor, old woman, servant (maid), and others, ranked by frequency of presence. They perform functions such
as villain, hero, princess, false hero, donor, dispatcher, and helper. The role of daughter has the highest frequency among the female
characters, while villainy is the most frequent function, indicating a negative societal perception of women and their behaviors. Following
this, the functions of princess, helper, and dispatcher also show high frequencies. The outcomes of women’s actions, as primary agents,
in addition to institutionalizing deep and positive social and cultural values—especially through the disgrace, humiliation, and punishment
of villainous and false hero characters at the end—can serve as a deterrent against immoral and inappropriate behaviors by women in
society. Women depicted as villains or false heroes are severely punished by the end of the story, and in some cases, even lose their lives.
This narrative trajectory, from various cultural perspectives, may serve as a source of moral instruction and exert a positive influence at
the societal level.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study delves into a vital aspect of cultural
and narrative analysis—namely, the roles and
functional representations of women in
traditional storytelling. Folktales, as collective
cultural memory, have long served as key
anthropological and sociological texts,
particularly in  non-written  societies or
communities where oral tradition has
preserved identity and values across
generations. As Campbell (2008) asserts,
folklore is akin to the autobiographical record
of a people, encapsulating their customs,
collective psyche, and societal structures.
Iranian folktales, especially those from the
southern province of Hormozgan, are no

exception; they serve as symbolic mirrors
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reflecting gender roles, social ethics, and
communal tensions. This study utilizes
Vladimir Propp’s morphology of the folktale—
a structuralist model originally developed from
the analysis of Russian fairy tales—to dissect
the archetypal functions or “functions of
dramatis personae” assigned to women. The
work not only catalogues the prevalence of
these functions but critically evaluates their
implications in shaping societal views of
femininity, morality, and power dynamics.
The theoretical foundation of this study is
deeply rooted in the structuralist critique of
narrative, particularly drawing from Propp’s
seminal 1928 text Morphology of the Folktale,

which was introduced to Western academia

much later. Propp defined morphology as the
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study of tale structure based on invariant
narrative elements, or functions, which occur
in fixed order despite changes in characters or
plot details (4). In his analysis, Propp identified
31 functions and categorized them into
spheres of action occupied by seven core
roles, including the villain, the donor, the
helper, the princess (and her father), the
dispatcher, the hero, and the false hero (5).
This study applies Propp’s model to 40
selected folktales from Hormozgan—chosen
from a broader corpus of 500—for their
prominent female presence. These tales were
subjected to qualitative content analysis, and
the frequency of functions performed by
female characters was recorded and
interpreted through  Proppian  structural
categories. Importantly, this analysis allows for
mapping not only the presence of women but
also their functional significance in plot
development, particularly in revealing how
gendered morality is culturally encoded
through narrative.

Among the most striking findings is the
dominance of the “villain” function among
female characters in Hormozgan folktales.
Women frequently appear as stepmothers,
deceitful sisters, or jealous wives, who initiate
conflict or cause harm to other characters—
usually out of envy, competition, or spite. This
recurring functional assignment reveals a
broader cultural narrative in which femininity is
framed as morally suspect unless constrained
within the roles of maternal sacrifice or passive

victimhood. The analysis confirms that the

daughter role appears most frequently in these
tales, while the most common function is
“villainy,” reinforcing a deeply embedded
negative societal perception of women's
behaviors. This prevalence may be interpreted
as a symbolic manifestation of patriarchal
anxieties regarding female agency, sexuality,
and power. Scholars like Hosseini (2014) have
discussed the misogynistic underpinnings in
Persian classical literature, suggesting that the
tradition of casting women as deceitful or
morally compromised stems from male-
dominated literary canons and cultural
narratives that position women as subordinate
“others” within social hierarchies. Furthermore,
De Beauvoir (2005) famously argued that
women's social roles have historically been
determined by men, shaping them into the
“second sex” through exclusion from symbolic
power and authorship.

Yet, despite this predominant negative
portrayal, the study also identifies roles where
women function positively as helpers, donors,
or even protagonists (heroes). In several tales,
women support the male hero’s journey
through guidance, magical gifts, or self-
sacrifice. In others, they themselves embark
on transformative quests, exemplifying what
Propp terms the “hero” function. These
narratives disrupt the gender binary by
allowing female characters agency, resilience,
and moral authority. In some stories, women
as protagonists are both the subjects of
victimization and agents of resolution, as in the

tale of “Gav-e Zard” where a female character
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overcomes trials through intelligence and
integrity, eventually achieving success and
recognition. These stories reflect a more
nuanced cultural memory in which femininity is
not merely vilified but is also celebrated for its
resourcefulness and endurance. Scholars
such as Bayat (2010) have noted that even in
structurally patriarchal texts, moments of
female empowerment emerge, albeit often
cloaked in layers of fantasy or romanticized
suffering.

An equally important dimension in this
research is the presence of the “false hero”—
often another woman—who attempts to usurp
the real hero's achievements. This duplicity
frequently results in the social downfall or
literal death of the impostor, reaffirming moral
binaries and restoring social order. The tale
“Gav-e Zard” serves as an exemplary case,
wherein a jealous stepsister, attempting to
mimic the true heroine's path, ultimately fails
due to her corrupt intentions. This narrative
device serves as a cautionary tale, warning
against deceit and hubris. Yet, the recurrence
of female “false heroes” again raises questions
about the cultural framing of women as
competitors in zero-sum scenarios, rather than
as potential collaborators. This thematic strain
may be interpreted as symptomatic of broader
societal norms where women’s worth is often
contingent upon comparison, particularly in
domains like beauty, fertility, or social favor.
According to Campbell (2008), such motifs
likely reflect a collective unconscious where

anxieties about gender and power are

projected onto symbolic figures in oral
narratives.

Other functions, such as the “dispatcher,”
“donor,” and “helper,” are also filled by women
with notable frequency, though to a lesser
extent. For instance, the donor function—
offering magical aid or advice—is often played
by an old woman or maternal figure who tests
the protagonist’'s virtue before offering
assistance. These characters symbolize
wisdom and benevolence, often positioned as
the moral center of the tale. In this respect, the
donor/helper dichotomy overlaps, reinforcing
Propp’s own acknowledgment of functional
fluidity within character roles. This role is
especially significant because it reflects the
cultural valorization of female wisdom and
caretaking, positioning older women as
gatekeepers to knowledge or transcendence.
In some tales, this character is the
reincarnation or magical form of the hero’s
biological mother, suggesting a spiritual
continuity of maternal guidance. Such
representations complicate the otherwise
negative image of women in folktales, offering
counter-narratives where femininity is a source
of empowerment, not threat.

Finally, the role of the “princess” or sought-
after figure in these tales, while often lacking
agency in classical Proppian analysis, takes
on a more active form in the Hormozgan
corpus. While in some stories, the princess is
a mere prize to be won, in others, she sets her
own challenges or aids the hero in overcoming

them. This shift in function mirrors a subtle
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reconfiguration of traditional gender roles,
perhaps indicative of evolving cultural attitudes
or hybridized narrative influences.
Interestingly, in several tales, ordinary girls
ascend to the status of princesses through
acts of courage or resilience, reinforcing the
ideal of virtue-based social mobility. Yet, even
here, the tales maintain a delicate balance
between rewarding feminine virtue and
reinforcing the necessity of conforming to
idealized gender expectations. This duality
reflects the cultural complexity in which these
stories were composed and transmitted,
functioning both as entertainment and as
vehicles for moral instruction, particularly for
younger audiences.

In conclusion, this study illuminates the
multifaceted representations of women in
Hormozgan’s folktales through the lens of
Vladimir Propp’s structural morphology. It
reveals how narrative functions both reflect
and reinforce cultural perceptions of gender,
morality, and power. While many female
characters are cast in negative or villainous
roles, others break through these constraints,
embodying courage, wisdom, and resilience.
These folktales, thus, serve as both mirrors
and molders of social values, offering insight
into the dynamic and often contradictory ways
in which women are represented in cultural
memory. Through this comprehensive
functional analysis, the study contributes to
broader debates in literary theory, gender

studies, and folklore scholarship by

foregrounding the narrative mechanisms that

shape gendered subjectivity in oral traditions.
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