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Parodic Representation of the Hero's Journey in Kachal
Folktales: A Re-reading of the Triadic Test Structure in
Iranian Folk Narratives
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Abstract

The "Kachal" (the Bald Man) type in Iranian oral folklore is a
multifaceted and symbolic character characterized by traits such as
naivety, cleverness, and comic functions. This research aims to
conduct a morphological and thematic analysis of eleven selected
stories from two sources, Persian Folktales and Folktales of Markazi
Province, to examine how this character is represented in contrast to
classical patterns. The study employs a qualitative-explanatory
method using a library-based approach. Findings indicate that Kachal
stories serve as a "parody" of Joseph Campbell's Hero’s Journey
archetype. Unlike the mythic hero, Kachal undergoes the stages of
initiation within a humorous context and primarily to satisfy material
needs. In these narratives, Kachal relies on magical helpers to navigate
the transition from ignorance to wisdom and maturity, ultimately
triumphing over the power structure (the King and Vizier), which is
depicted as incompetent. The results show that while these stories
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overlook the role of women in choosing a spouse, they utilize fantasy
elements as an efficient tool for social critique and the re-
interpretation of societal realities by the lower classes.

Keywords: Hero’s journey archetype; Joseph Campbell; Kachal tales;
oral folklore; parody.

Research Objective

Joseph Campbell's (1949) hero's journey archetype, with its seventeen
stages organized within three macro-phases of "Separation,"
"Initiation,” and "Return,” is widely regarded as one of the most
prevalent and effective frameworks for analyzing mythological, epic,
and literary narratives. However, in Iranian folktales, one occasionally
encounters a parodic version of this archetype wherein an
unconventional and subaltern character challenges the norms of
heroism. The "Kachal" (bald) type in Iranian oral literature represents
one of the most salient instances of such parodic representation—a
multifaceted and symbolic figure characterized by traits such as
simplicity, laziness, timidity, and yet shrewdness and sheer luck.

The objective of this study is to conduct a morphological and
thematic analysis of eleven selected tales drawn from two
authoritative sources, namely Farhang-e Afsaneh-ha-ye Mardom-e
Iran (Darbishian & Khandan, 1999) and Shoghat: Gheseh-ha-ye
Mardom-e Ostan-e Markazi (Movahedi & Naderi, 2002), in order to
examine how the parodic representation of this character type unfolds
in relation to the classical hero's journey model. This qualitative-
explanatory study employs a library-based research method. Its
theoretical framework integrates two complementary approaches:
Campbell's hero's journey archetype, which delineates the macro-
structure of the narrative into three phases, and Propp's (1928)
morphology of folktales, which identifies narrative functions such as
lack, departure, magical assistance, test, victory, and reward. For
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thematic analysis, semio-semiotic perspectives have also been utilized
to elucidate the meanings of humor, social criticism, and
psychological maturation embedded within the tales.

Research Questions
The following research questions were raised:

1.

To what extent do the Kachal-type tales conform to Campbell's
tripartite model of the hero's journey (Separation, Initiation,
Return), and in what specific features do their parodic deviations
manifest themselves?

How are Propp's narrative functions (such as lack, departure,
magical assistance, test, victory, and reward) represented and
comically reconstructed in the Kachal tales?

From a thematic perspective (humor, social criticism, and
psychological maturation), what functions do the Kachal tales
serve within Iranian folk culture, and how do they challenge
power structures and the patriarchal system?

Research Hypotheses
The hypotheses for the research questions were:

1.

It appears that Kachal-type tales constitute a form of parodic
reworking of Campbell's hero's journey archetype, in the sense
that Kachal, unlike the mythological hero, undergoes the phases
of Separation, Initiation, and Return within a humorous context
and for the purpose of fulfilling material needs (such as
alleviating hunger or acquiring wealth), relying on cunning, luck,
and magical assistance rather than courage and physical prowess.

It appears that the narrative structure of Kachal tales follows
Propp's single-movement model with the paired functions of
"difficult task" and "accomplishment of the difficult task,” and

115


https://journals.modares.ac.ir/index.php?sid=11&slc_lang=en

Culture and Folk Literature
E-1SSN:2423-7000

Vol. 14, No.69
Autumn 2026
Research Article

b <

AT

that triadic tests (magical, intellectual, or humorous) constitute the
narrative core of these stories.

3. It appears that Kachal tales, through the use of humor and parody,
serve functions such as critiquing class and authoritarian
structures, reflecting the resistance of subaltern classes against the
ruling classes, and challenging the patriarchal system (either
through the marginalization or, at times, the active agency of
female characters).

Research Method

The present study has been conducted using a qualitative-explanatory
approach and a library-based method. The research data were
extracted from eleven tales related to the Kachal type found in two
authoritative sources: Farhang-e  Afsaneh-ha-ye Mardom-e
Iran (Darbishian & Khandan, 1999) and Shoghat: Gheseh-ha-ye
Mardom-e Ostan-e Markazi (Movahedi & Naderi, 2002). The
theoretical framework of the research integrates three approaches: (a)
Joseph Campbell's (1949) hero's journey archetype for analyzing the
macro-structure and tripartite narrative framework; (b) Vladimir
Propp's (1928) morphology of folktales for identifying narrative
functions; and (c) semio-semiotic perspectives for thematic analysis of
humor, social criticism, and psychological maturation. Each tale was
analyzed in three stages: description of the tale, morphological
analysis (including Campbell's phases, Propp's functions, and Aarne—
Thompson classification), and thematic analysis (humor and parody,
social criticism, and psychological maturation). Finally, the tales were
compared with one another to identify common patterns and
differences, and to formulate systematic rules.
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Research Innovation

The novelty of the present article can be identified in several aspects:
First, while most previous studies on the hero's journey archetype
have focused on serious, mythological, epic, or cinematic texts, this
article specifically and for the first time addresses the parodic
representation of this archetype in the "Kachal" type within Iranian
folktales. Second, the article's integrative approach, which
simultaneously employs three theoretical frameworks (Campbell,
Propp, and semio-semiotics) to analyze a specific character type,
offers an interdisciplinary and comprehensive methodology that has
no precedent in previous research. Third, the systematic extraction of
the "grammar" and shared structural patterns across eleven Kachal
tales enables a systematic understanding of this narrative genre for
future studies. Fourth, the thematic analysis of the tales from the
perspective of social criticism and the reflection of subaltern
resistance opens a new window onto sociological studies of folk
culture, demonstrating how humorous popular narratives can serve as
an effective tool for critiquing power structures and reinterpreting
social realities.

Conclusion

The research findings demonstrated that Kachal tales constitute a form
of parodic reworking of the hero's journey archetype. Unlike the
mythological hero who undertakes the journey with courage, physical
prowess, and lofty ideals, Kachal undergoes the three phases of
Separation, Initiation, and Return within a humorous context and for
the purpose of fulfilling material needs (alleviating hunger, acquiring
wealth, and marriage). The macro-phase of Separation in these tales is
initiated through unconventional motives (expulsion from home,
forced marriage, or initial foolishness); the macro-phase of Initiation
involves triadic tests that Kachal overcomes through cunning, luck, or
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magical assistance; and the macro-phase of Return is accompanied by
the acquisition of wealth, marriage, or victory over adversaries—Yet
not with heroic glory, but with humor and material triumphs.

From the perspective of Propp's morphology, the majority of the

tales follow a single-movement structure with the paired functions of
"difficult task™ and "accomplishment of the difficult task,” with lack
(poverty, hunger, isolation) serving as the narrative's point of
departure. The Aarne-Thompson classification revealed that Kachal
tales predominantly belong to types 850 (marriage to a prince), 560
(magical object), 922 (clever answer to difficult questions), and 1535
(the cunning person), indicating narrative diversity while maintaining
a focus on marriage and cleverness. Thematic analysis also showed
that humor and parody are central elements in all these narratives, and
the tales, through challenging heroic norms, critique class structures,
authoritarianism, and the patriarchal system. Finally, the systematic
extraction of the grammar of these tales demonstrated that the
protagonist is consistently a subaltern anti-hero who faces triadic tests
and receives marriage or wealth as a reward, and that the overarching
message of the tales is the possibility of transformation and success
for the common people in the face of social obstacles through
unconventional means.
By humorously reconstructing the hero's journey archetype, these tales
not only challenge heroic norms but also, through depicting the
fragility of rural economy and morality and critiquing power
structures, convey a profound yet humorous message about the
realities of popular life. Understanding these tales, which constitute a
part of Iranian cultural heritage, can pave the way for more precise
sociological, anthropological, psychological, and comparative studies
of oral popular narratives, and can facilitate the strengthening of the
foundational elements that constitute Iranian identity.
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"The Hero's Journey," April 7, 2024).
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