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A Comparative Morphological Analysis of Persian and Turkish Folktales Based on Vladimir
Propp’s Structural Model (Case Study: Iranian Folktales, Volume One and Folktales of the
Land of Shahriar)
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Abstract

Folktales, as an important component of oral culture and literature, reflect the beliefs, values, worldviews, and ways of life
of societies. The present study aimed to comparatively analyze the narrative structures of Persian and Turkish folktales and
to examine the extent to which they conform to Vladimir Propp’s morphological model. Methodologically, this study
employed a qualitative research design with an analytical-comparative approach. The research corpus comprised folktales
from two collections: Iranian Folktales, Volume One, compiled by Mohammad Qasemzadeh, and Folktales of the Land of
Shahriar, compiled by Jafar Kouhi. Data were collected through documentary and library-based research, with each narrative
treated as a unit of analysis. The structure of the folktales was then examined according to Propp’s 31 narrative functions
and seven spheres of action, and the narratives were compared in terms of the presence, omission, repetition, integration,
and displacement of these functions. The findings revealed that, despite linguistic and cultural differences, folktales in both
collections frequently follow a shared underlying pattern involving the emergence of a lack or harm, the hero’s departure,
exposure to a test, receipt of assistance, struggle, victory, liquidation of the initial lack, and return. Nevertheless, the
narratives do not conform completely or mechanically to Propp’s classical model; rather, depending on their cultural and
narrative contexts, certain functions are omitted, repeated, or integrated with one another. The Iranian folktales exhibit a
more coherent structure and closer correspondence with Propp’s classical model, whereas the folktales from the Land of
Shahriar are shorter, more condensed, and structurally simpler, with certain narrative roles, such as those of the helper and
donor, merged into a single character. Overall, the findings demonstrate that Propp’s theory provides an appropriate
framework for the comparative analysis of Persian and Turkish folktales; however, its application should take into account
the indigenous, cultural, and linguistic characteristics of the narratives as well as their modes of transmission.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Folktales constitute one of the most enduring

forms of oral literature and provide valuable
evidence regarding the beliefs, values,
aspirations, collective memories, symbolic
systems, and cultural worldviews of the
communities in which they are produced and
transmitted. Because folktales are repeatedly
retold across generations, they preserve both
relatively stable narrative patterns and
culturally specific variations that reflect the
historical and social environments of their
narrators. From a structural perspective, the
significance of folktales lies not only in their
themes and characters but also in the
recurrence of particular narrative actions and
relationships. Vladimir Propp’s morphological
approach provided one of the earliest
systematic frameworks for identifying these
recurrent structural elements. By examining
Russian wonder tales, Propp argued that the
apparent diversity of stories conceals a
comparatively stable sequence of narrative
functions performed by changing characters,
and he identified thirty-one principal functions
as well as several recurring spheres of action
(5). Propp’s model subsequently became an
influential framework for structural studies of
narrative because it shifted analytical attention

from the identity of characters to what

Sy alid Gl giledius 5 bis 0 SWS 5 esdle
ool 3 Ly baaladl 1 St 5 e eslinad aie (Ol
Sl 5 S35 Sl copbadl (o2l LT A5 bl
5k V‘“‘Jé =rY
characters actually do within the narrative
sequence. Studies applying this framework to
Persian and regional Iranian narratives have
shown that many tales can be analyzed
through  recurring functions such as
interdiction, violation, villainy, lack, departure,
donor testing, acquisition of a magical agent,
struggle,  victory, return, recognition,
punishment, and reward (1, 10, 11). Research
on Iranian folktales and local narrative
traditions has likewise demonstrated that
Proppian morphology can provide an effective
basis for identifying common structural
patterns while simultaneously revealing
differences resulting from genre, locality, oral
transmission, and cultural adaptation (4, 7).
The present study therefore undertook a
comparative morphological analysis of Persian
and Turkish folktales, focusing on selected
narratives from Iranian Folktales, Volume One
and Folktales of Shahriyar, with the aim of
determining the extent to which their narrative
organization corresponds to Propp’s model
and identifying the structural features through
which each corpus reflects its own linguistic
and cultural context.
The theoretical significance of such a
comparison derives from the fact that folktales
from different Iranian cultural regions often

share broad narrative mechanisms while
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differing in the realization, combination,
omission, or symbolic interpretation of
individual functions. Previous research has
established the applicability of Propp’s model
to a wide range of Persian, Azerbaijani,
Qashqgai, Bakhtiari, Kurdish, and other local
narratives, although the degree of conformity
to the original Russian model varies
considerably (3, 7, 9). Studies of Azerbaijani
narratives in particular have demonstrated the
persistence of recognizable Proppian patterns
in tales structured around deprivation, testing,
supernatural assistance, deception, struggle,
and eventual reward or punishment (8, 12).
Likewise, analyses of Iranian folktales have
shown that narrative functions frequently occur
in recognizable sequences, although some
functions may be compressed, repeated,
displaced, or fused with others according to
the thematic demands of a particular tale (4,
6). This flexibility is especially important when
Propp’s morphology is applied outside the
corpus from which it was originally derived. In
oral traditions, the storyteller may shorten
transitional stages, combine the donor and
helper into a single figure, replace magical
objects with moral insight or social assistance,
or redefine the final reward in terms of family
stability, ethical recognition, prosperity, social
respect, or spiritual restoration. Azerbaijani
folk narratives also frequently retain elements
of local social life, rural experience, proverbial
wisdom, supernatural belief, and ethical
instruction, while their plots may be

comparatively compressed and rapidly

resolved (2, 13). These characteristics suggest
that a comparative morphological study should
not simply measure whether a tale reproduces
all thirty-one functions, but should examine
how the narrative transforms the structural
model in response to cultural convention.
Accordingly, the present research approached
Propp’s theory as both a classificatory
framework and a comparative analytical
instrument capable of demonstrating how
structurally related stories acquire distinct
cultural forms.

Methodologically, the study adopted a
gualitative analytical-comparative design. The
research corpus consisted of selected tales
from two collections representing Persian and
Turkish narrative traditions: Iranian Folktales,
Volume One, compiled and rewritten by
Mohammad Qasemzadeh, and Folktales of
Shahriyar, collected by Jafar Kouhi. The latter
collection is particularly important because it
documents the oral literature of Azerbaijan and
preserves local forms of expression, narrative
economy, and cultural imagery (13). Each
independent tale was treated as a separate
unit of analysis. The narratives were read
repeatedly, and their principal events,
character actions, conflicts, transitions, and
outcomes were identified. Each narrative
sequence was then coded according to

Propp’s thirty-one functions, including initial

situation, interdiction, violation,
reconnaissance, delivery, deception,
complicity, villainy, lack, mediation,

counteraction, departure, donor testing, hero’s
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reaction, acquisition of a magical agent, spatial
transference, struggle, victory, liquidation,
return, pursuit, rescue, recognition,
punishment, and wedding or final reward,
where applicable (5). Character roles were
also analyzed according to Propp’s principal
spheres of action, including hero, villain,
donor, helper, dispatcher, sought-for person or
equivalent object of desire, and false hero.
Because the analyzed tales did not always
reproduce these categories literally, symbolic
equivalents were accepted when the narrative
function was structurally clear. Thus, wealth,
family restoration, social recognition, peace, or
moral vindication could perform the role of the
final reward, while an internal quality such as
wisdom could occasionally replace an external
helper. Particular attention was given to the
presence, absence, repetition, displacement,
integration, and substitution of functions,
because previous applications of Propp’s
approach to Persian and regional narratives
indicate that such variations are common and
analytically  significant (14, 15). The
comparative stage then examined the
sequencing of functions, number and
complexity  of narrative  movements,
differentiation of character roles, density of
supernatural elements, and degree of
conformity to the classical Proppian pattern.

The analysis of the Turkish tales from
Folktales of Shahriyar revealed that their
narrative structures generally conform to a
recognizable Proppian logic but tend to be

shorter, more compressed, and less

elaborately differentiated than the Persian
tales. In “Sazim Dingir, Dingir,” the narrative
develops from an initial state of deprivation
through departure, testing, supernatural
assistance, acquisition of wealth, return,
imitation by false heroes, punishment, and
final prosperity. The first brother functions as
the hero, while the supernatural cat combines
the roles of donor and helper; the two envious
brothers operate simultaneously as false
heroes and morally negative counterparts.
This type of role fusion accords with the
structural economy often observed in
Azerbaijani folktales, where a limited number
of characters may perform several narrative
functions (2, 8). In “The Tale of the Goat,” the
narrative is organized around interdiction,
violation, villainy, disclosure, departure,
struggle, victory, punishment, return, and
restoration. The wolf is clearly the villain,
whereas the mother goat assumes the hero’s
role and, unusually, also performs donor-like
functions through her own intelligence and
strategic action. In “The King and the
Shepherd,” supernatural objects are absent,
and moral integrity functions as the hero’s
principal resource. The jealous minister
creates the crisis through deception and
misrepresentation, while the shepherd
survives the ordeal through honesty, leading to
discovery, recognition, punishment of the
villain, and reward. “Foolish People” is even
more structurally compressed and replaces a
conventional villain with ignorance and

irrationality as symbolic antagonistic forces.



1FoF Jlo (98 o bl (Paw 098 ¢ cw il Oladl § b ) dusmis™ 4y i3

The hero’s journey is primarily epistemic rather
than combative: he departs because of
confusion, encounters increasingly irrational
behavior, acquires comparative
understanding, and returns with psychological
satisfaction. These findings confirm that
Azerbaijani and Turkish folk narratives can
preserve Proppian structural relationships
while modifying their external form and
reducing the number of explicit functions (12,
13). The dominant tendency in these narratives
is therefore not strict replication of Propp’s
classical sequence but functional
condensation, role integration, and rapid
movement toward an ethical or practical
resolution.

The Persian tales examined in Iranian
Volume One

Folktales, displayed a

comparatively more elaborate and

sequentially developed morphological
organization. “The Shepherd and the Angel”
begins  with  deprivation and  social
vulnerability, proceeds through encounter and
testing, and culminates in the acquisition of
supernatural power, moral instruction, return,
and socially beneficial action. The angel
clearly performs the donor function, while the
shepherd’s compassion constitutes the
positive reaction that enables him to receive
extraordinary strength. The tale therefore
demonstrates the close relationship between
ethical merit and magical reward frequently
found in Iranian narrative traditions. “The Boy
and the Desert Giant” presents an even more

extensive Proppian chain: the hero departs in

response to paternal instruction, serves a
donor figure, receives a magical object,
encounters a threatening villain, undergoes
pursuit, obtains successive forms of
supernatural assistance, crosses into another
space, faces a difficult task, receives magical
helpers, defeats the giant, returns, is
recognized, and ultimately achieves marriage
and security. The repetition of donor functions
and magical acquisitions creates a multi-stage
heroic movement resembling the more
complex structures described in previous
morphological studies of Iranian narratives (4,
6). “The OIld Thorn-Gatherer and the Ashrafi
Tree” similarly develops through a chain of
interdiction, violation, deception, complicity,
villainy, loss, renewed mediation, donor
assistance, struggle, miraculous confirmation,
recognition, punishment, and restoration.
Unlike the relatively linear Turkish tales, this
story contains a fall-and-recovery pattern in
which the protagonist first acquires prosperity,
loses it because of violating an interdiction,
and then regains it through a second
sequence of testing and supernatural
assistance. Such recursive or repeated
structures indicate that Proppian functions
may recur within the same tale as part of
successive narrative movements (10, 11).
Overall, the Persian corpus showed clearer
differentiation among hero, Vvillain, donor,
helper, dispatcher, and reward, together with
more explicit use of magical objects and
supernatural intervention. This greater

structural elaboration suggests a closer
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correspondence with the classical
morphological pattern, although the functions
are still culturally transformed through moral,
religious, familial, and communal values.

In conclusion, the comparative analysis
demonstrates that Persian and Turkish
folktales share a recognizable underlying
narrative  grammar despite  substantial
differences in language, locality, narrative
length, cultural imagery, and mode of
transmission. Both corpora repeatedly
organize their plots around disruption or lack,
movement away from an initial condition,
testing or confrontation, some form of
assistance, transformation of the hero’s
situation, victory or recognition, and eventual
restoration. The main distinction lies in the
degree of elaboration and distribution of
functions. The Persian tales generally exhibit
longer sequences, more clearly differentiated
character roles, multiple donor or helper
episodes, stronger supernatural mediation,
and more explicit stages of heroic
development. By contrast, the Turkish tales
from Folktales of Shahriyar tend to compress
the same structural principles into shorter
narrative units, frequently merging several
Proppian roles into a single character and
replacing elaborate magical sequences with
moral intelligence, practical action, social
experience, or symbolic forms of assistance.
The findings therefore support the usefulness
of Propp’s morphology as a comparative
framework, but they also show that the model

should not be applied mechanically. The

absence of a function does not necessarily
indicate structural deficiency, and the fusion of
roles should not be interpreted as deviation in
a negative sense. Rather, such variations
reveal the adaptive capacity of oral narrative
traditions and demonstrate how shared story
structures are reshaped according to the
ethical, social, linguistic, and symbolic
priorities of particular communities. The study
consequently suggests that morphological
analysis is most productive when structural
regularity is examined together with cultural
transformation, because this combined
perspective makes it possible to identify both
the common narrative architecture of folktales
and the distinctive cultural meanings through

which that architecture is realized.
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