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ABSTRACT 

 

 

ANALYSIS ON STRUCTURAL PATTERN OF MALAYSIAN FOLKTALES’ 

PLOTLINE AND MYTHS 

 

Jasmine Serinie Ak. Martin 

 

This study focused on the plot construction and the significance of myths in 

Malaysian folktales. The aims of this study are to investigate the structural pattern 

of Malaysian folktales plotline based Propp’s thirty-one function and Levi-Strauss 

studies on myths based on structuralism theoretical framework. Fifty Malaysian 

folktales were selected from 366 A Collections of Malaysian Folktales which was 

compiled by Othman Puteh and Arripin Said and used for this study. The fifty 

folktales were analysed based on Propp thirty-one functions with the plotline of 

the texts and the significance of myths were analysed based on Levi-Strauss’s 

studies on myth. Based on the research conducted, Malaysian folktales did not 

confirmed to Propp’s thirty-one functions but shared a similar pattern of five 

stages of plotting which were exposition, rising action, climax, falling action and 

resolution. The significance of myths in Malaysian folktales were viewed as 

allegorical, had its aesthetic value, moral education and explanation of nature 

phenomenon. 
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ABSTRAK 

 

 

ANALISIS STRUKTUR PENCERITAAN DAN MITOS DALAM CERITA RAKYAT 

MALAYSIA 

 

Jasmine Serinie Ak. Martin 

 

Fokus kajian ini adalah tertumpu kepada plot penceritaan dan kepentingan mitos 

dalam cerita rakyat Malaysia. Matlamat kajian ini adalah untuk menyelidik 

struktur penceritaan dan mitos yang terdapat dalam cerita rakyat Malaysia 

berdasarkan tiga puluh satu ‘function’ oleh Propp dan kajian mitos oleh Levi-

Strauss yang berpandukan pada teori strukturlisme. Lima puluh cerita rakyat 

telah dipilih dari buku ‘366 A Collection of Malaysian Folktales’ yang disusun 

oleh Othman Puteh dan Arripin Said dan telah digunakan untuk kajian ini. Lima 

puluh cerita rakyat ini dikaji berdasarkan tiga puluh satu ‘function’ dengan plot 

penceritaan yang terdapat pada teks dan kepentingan mitos dikaji berdasarkan 

kajian mitos dilakukan oleh Levi-Strauss. Hasil kajian ini mendapati cerita rakyat 

Malaysia tidak mengesahi tiga puluh satu ‘function’ yang dinyatakan oleh Propp 

tetapi berkongsi pola penceritaan  lima tahap iaitu eksposisi, peningkatan aksi, 

klimaks, penurunan aksi dan resolusi. Kepentingan mitos dalam cerita rakyat 

Malaysia dilihat sebagai simbolik, memiliki nilai estetik, pendidikan moral dan 

menerangkan fenomena alam 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 

1. 0 Chapter Overview 

This research is to analyse the structural pattern of myths use in Malaysian 

folktales. In this chapter, the study shall look at the background of study, the 

statement of the problem, the aim and objectives, the research questions, the 

significance of the study, the operational definition of the key terms and the scope 

of study. 
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1.1 Background of Study 

Malaysian folktales contain significance and uniqueness that attract listeners 

and readers (audience) because myths are used in creating legends and became 

part of moral cultivator in the culture. Storytelling, one of the oldest forms of folk 

art, takes children on an enthralling journey and at the same time instructs them in 

history, culture and moral values. The moral values within the stories have as 

much relevance today as in the past. The stories can be used as starting points for 

discussions on issues of personal rights and societal values (Norhayati & Siew 

144). 

Moreover, myths cannot be separated from Malaysian folktales as a way to 

attract young generation in shaping their literary imagination, building good 

attitudes and part of cultural heritage. Storytelling is about the theatre of the mind. 

It allows children to set free their imagination (Mlophe, 2008).  

Malaysian folktales are similar to any fairy tales based on the plot and both 

share one thing in common which is started as oral tradition. The difference that 

distinguishes Malaysian folktales and fairy tales is the element of storytelling and 

function of myths portrayal.  A study done by Propp in Morphology of Folktales 

(1975) explains the development of story plotting in Russian folktales and each 

folktale shares a similar pattern in terms of characters, setting and story 

development which called ‘functions’ and ‘spheres’ by Propp. 

These myths told by structured plotline are attraction of the story itself for 

the audience. It attracts the person to listen attentively and anticipate for the 

sequence of the story and wonder on its end. The structure pattern of plotline 

holds the integrity of the folktales as it is what to believe and expect. They serve 

to educate, support and liberate the emotions of children. Bettelheim states that 

the minds of children can ‘be opened to an appreciation of all higher things in life 

by folktales, from which they can move easily to enjoying the greatest works of 

art and literature’ (23). 

Not only that, myths serve as an element and through oral transmission over 

the years, audience could have shared a common reality of the meaning based on 
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the characters portrayed, moral of the story or legend of the story. According to 

Levi-Strauss in ‘The Structural Study of Myth’ as cited by Klages (par3),he 

explains that all cultures from all over nations share the similar meaning despite 

the differences in way it is developed in the story or tales. Myths could be any 

forms as they are not bound by rules of accuracy or probability thus it explains the 

astounding similarity among so many myths from widely separated cultures. He 

notes this situation by looking at the structure of myths rather that the content. 

Although the element of myths used may differ from one nation to another, Levi-

Strauss argues that their similarities are based on their structural sameness and 

myth is a language because myth has to be told in order to exist. 

This study explores the opportunity to study the pattern of myths in 

Malaysian folktales which derived from the previous study on structuralism 

pattern of fairy tales as well as complimenting study done by Levi Strauss in his 

book entitled Myths and Meaning (1978) and Vladimir Propp’s, Morphology of  

the Folktale (1975).  

 

1.2 Problem Statement 

In this research, morphology of myths will be studied as it develops in the 

folktales and investigates if all the folktales share the same morphology. This is 

similar to the study done by Propp which he looked at the structural pattern in plot 

of Russian folktales where most of them are discernible. For this study, the 

developments of myths are being focused on in order to analyse the structural 

pattern of the plotline of the folktales.  

Propp’s Morphology of Folktales indicates that Russian folktales has certain 

rules which known as ‘functions’ in developing folktales. It stated that each 

folktale begins with an initial situation where members of the story are 

introduced, then it is followed by thirty–one functions which not all have to be 

there but always occur in the same order (Glucksmann 56-57). Those functions 

are basic requirements in constructing folktales which society can relate with and 

typical plotting for Russian folktales. 
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Those functions also used by Greimas in studying Oedipus the King (Greek 

myths). Greimas thought of narrative in terms of relationships between entities.  

He broke down Propp's thirty-one functions into twenty, which can be divided 

into the following three categories: 

i. Contractual: concerned with establishing or breaking of contracts or rules 

ii. Performative: concerned with the actions of the characters  

iii. Disjunctive:  concerned with the sequence of events and how they relate to 

each other.  

(Hawkes 94) 

 

From these two theorists’ perspectives, it is clear that folktale has its own 

designed elements that allow tales to be constructed. The gap of both studies is the 

practicality of those functions to be applied in any folktales, not just Russian 

folktales and Grecian myths. Does those functions applicable in any other 

folktales? From the perspective mentioned earlier it is wise to conclude that 

plotting is a crucial element in constructing certain patterns of plotting. 

This study attempts to analyse Malaysian folktales by looking at Propp’s 

thirty-one functions if they are suitable and can be adopted for this research. The 

research will look at how the myth(s) is introduced as a character or element, the 

development of the myth and how it is resolved towards the end. The aim of this 

study is to analyse the pattern of plot in myths of Malaysian folktales. 
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1.3 Objectives of Study 

This study is to find out the morphology of myth develops in Malaysian 

folktales using the theoretical framework of structuralism. 

i. To analyse a plotline pattern of myths in studying 50 Malaysian folktales 

based on Propp’s thirty-one function 

ii. To relate Propp’s thirty-one functions of plot with Malaysian folktales’ 

plot by matching the discernible pattern using structuralism theoretical 

framework 

iii. To identify the significance of myths by looking at the moral values, 

beliefs, historical fiction they portrayed in Malaysia folktales. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

i. Do all Malaysian folktales have a distinct pattern of plotline in using 

myths as part of storytelling? 

ii. How the pattern of plot is constructed and delivered using myths in the 

folktales? 

iii. Does Propp’s thirty-one functions of plot morphology can be applicable in 

Malaysian folktales? 

iv. What are the purposes of myths in Malaysian folktales tradition? 

 

1.5 Significance of Study 

This study is looking at pattern of plotting and myths use in Malaysian 

folktales and identify the significance of the myths that brings values in Malaysia 

literature and culture. The regularity use of magic, elements of nature or heroic 

presence in the Malaysian folktales shows a pattern that marks the identity of 

every folktale. 

There are limited studies done on Asian folktales especially from the 

literature perspectives. Gray mentioned that many folktales included in the 

collections of tales and riddles have little or no analysis attached (93). Thus, there 

is lack of analysis and information available in folktales study. This study could 

be a foundation for other researchers that wish to study Malaysian folktales in 
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depth and investigate the similarities of Malaysian folktales with other folktales in 

a bigger scale. Thus, this study could be a reference for future research and 

complimenting the previous study on studying the pattern of folktales which 

studied by Propp on Morphology of Folktales (1975) and Levi-Strauss on Myth 

and Meaning (1978). 

Not only that, this study also enables to enrich the knowledge of 

structuralism theory and its application in studying traditional tales such as fairy 

tales, fables and folktales. This theory is used as theoretical framework to support 

the study in analysing a pattern of plot in the tales. Through this study, it can show 

how this theory works to analyse the structure or pattern in literature. 

This study also enhances the understanding of Malaysian folktales as moral 

and values cultivation, origins of historical places and practices of certain beliefs 

and tradition. Besides that, for those who are interested in Malaysian literatures 

might want to understand the myths and the meaning in order to gain insight and 

interest of this oral tradition that have been passed on over generations. 

1.6 Scope of Study 

This study will look at the element of myth that exists in selected Malaysian 

folktales by looking at the pattern on how the plot is constructed and delivered in 

the folktales. Theoretical framework of structuralism theory by De Saussure and a 

study done by Levi-Strauss will be used as a foundation of this study as a tool of 

understanding structuralism theory applies in analyzing specific pattern of text. 

Each myth is identified based on the pattern and the binary opposition in the 

folktales. 

 This study shall  look at the morphology of the folktales which are the 

thirty-one functions mentioned by Propp in his study of Russian folktales and 

relate those thirty-one functions by matching the discernible plotline case if it 

shows similarity and applicable for Malaysian folktales.  

Out of 366 Malaysian folktales, only fifty Malaysian folktales will be 

selected in based on criteria which will be mentioned in Chapter 3. The texts are 
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carefully chosen in order to analyse the pattern of plot based on the myths of the 

folktale. This pattern will be studied based on the character of the myths given, 

the development on the myths and types of myth preferably used in Malaysian 

folktales. From here also, the study attempts to derive values instill in those 

folktales and intended meaning revealed in the folktales such as do not be greedy, 

importance of do not waste rice, why Langkawi was curse for seven generations, 

so on and so forth. 

 

1.7 Operational Definition of Key Terms 

1.7.1 Folktale 

Folktales are prose narratives which are regarded as fiction. They are not 

considered as dogma or history, they may or may not have happened, and they are 

not to be taken seriously. Nevertheless, although it is often said that they are told 

only for amusement, they have other important functions, as the class of moral 

folktales should have suggested. A variety of subtypes of folktales can be 

distinguished including human tales, animal tales, trickster, tales, tall tales, 

dilemma tales, formulistic tales and moral tales or fables (Bascom 4). 

 

1.7.2 Malaysian Folktale 

In preliterate Malay society, traditional oral narratives such as myths, 

legends and folktales belong to the oral tradition, which have been transmitted 

through time by means of oral narratives in countless generations. Unlike modern 

forms of literature which are the creation of individuals, such narratives do not 

belong to anyone but to the whole community. They are social manifestations 

which believed to be related to nature. There are also other related aspects of 

culture such as the belief system, world-views and social values of society 

(Yaspar, 1985& Osman, 1988 as cited by Norhayati & Siew, p144). 
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1.7.3 Myth 

Bascom (4) pointed that myth is a prose narrative in which in the society 

that it is told considered to be truthful account of what happened in the remote 

past. It is accepted on faith, taught to be believed and answer to ignorance, 

disbelief or doubt. The main characters are not usually human beings but they 

often have human attributes and come in a form of animals, deities or culture 

heroes and set in the earlier world. Myth accounts for the origin of the world, 

place, mankind, death or the characteristics of animals, geographical features and 

the phenomena of nature (as cited by Finnegan, p 147). 

 

1.8 Chapter Review 

Overall, this study is served as a purpose to identify the pattern of myth used 

in developing a story in Malaysian folktales. Throughout this research also, it 

would benefit researchers to look at myth and the purpose of the myths used in 

shaping the meaning into the readers or listeners imagination. These folktales 

have become part of cultural values that has been passed on over generations and 

shared literatures nationwide in Malaysia. The next chapter will discuss 

Malaysian folktales and the significant of myth in the folktales in depth. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 

 

 

 

 

2.0 Chapter Overview 

This chapter shall discuss on Malaysian folktales which originated from oral 

tradition that has been practiced a long time ago and the significance of myths in 

Malaysian folktales. Two studies from Asia researchers, Euginio and Medhi are 

use for the literature review by looking at the study conducted, how they analyse 

the data and the findings of their research. Not only that, this chapter will also 

look at the morphology of fairy tales and folktales and the structural pattern of 

myth based on the theoretical framework of structuralism theory. 
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2.1 Folktales as Oral Tradition 

According to Tomlinson and Lynch-Brown, folktales are ‘stories that grow 

out of the lives and imaginations of the people or folk’. They are a form of 

traditional literature which began as an attempt to explain and understand the 

natural and spiritual world. The origin of the folktale lies in the oral tradition, until 

the twelfth century, when first literary sources began to circulate in Europe (100-

101). Folktales are stories that come from all over the world of different cultures. 

They have no specific author because they are handed down through storytellers 

in and passed down from generations to generations through medium of language 

without specific acknowledgement (Vansina 20). 

In Malaysia, the carriers of the folktales are known by many different names 

but play a similar function. They are storytellers who are able to enthrall their 

listeners with marvelous tales. The common term used to describe the storytellers 

in Malay society is known as Penglipur Lara. Specific names were also given to 

the storytellers in certain states of Malaysia. The storytellers of Perlis and Kedah 

are often referred as Awang Batil or Awang Belanga who relates stories to the 

accompaniment of the beating of metal bowls of pots in rhythm with the 

storytelling. A unique characteristic of Awang Batil or Awang Belanga is that he 

puts on different masks for each character of a story he assumes. In Kelantan, the 

storyteller is called Awang Selampit or Tuk Selampit and he recounts his tales to 

the accompaniment of a rebab (a two-stringed bowed instrument). The storytellers 

are not merely entertainers but they are also the carrier of moral teachings and 

wisdom and the provider of wondrous visions beyond the mundane and harsh 

world (Mohd Taib Osman 139). 

Malaysia is rich in oral tradition but not much has been popularized. The 

amount that has been published is still very modest. Many other tales can be 

brought to light if collectors are diligent enough to track them down (Norhayati & 

Siew 145). For example, the stories concerned with a manikin mouse deer called 

Sang Kancil stories are popular not only for the Malays society, but also for the 

whole community of Malaysia. The stories about Sang Kancil have been recorded 
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down from oral tradition and there are several collections of Sang Kancil stories 

written down and played as a cartoon show in a local television, Radio Television 

Malaysia (RTM). 

 Societies often turn stories into poems or songs which are easier to 

remember and repeat as it passed along. This is quite popular among folktales as 

the story can explain itself through song and sung by the society of the particular 

culture or country. For example, Puteri Santubong and Puteri Sejinjang folktales 

made into a local folklore song in Sarawak as a way of remembering the folktales. 

Through the song, locals know the tales of both princess jealousy and caused a 

massive fight that resulting the existence of Gunung Santubong which was from 

Puteri Santubong’s head (Othman & Aripin 26). This is the most traditional way 

for myths to start, spread and develop. Hence, myths tend to evolve over time and 

tend to exist in different versions over generations. 

 

2.2 Existence of Myths in Folktales 

Differentiating myth from folktale has caused confusion 

because the same story patterns can appear in stories used 

differently in different societies. And not all societies make 

the same divisions in the genres of their stories as do the 

scholars who study them. 

         (Tarzia11)   

Myths are made up stories that try to explain how our world works and how 

we should treat each other. The stories are usually set in times long ago, before 

history as we know it was written. Around the world, myths were shared by 

groups of people and became part of their culture. Storytellers have passed the 

stories on from generation to generation and through families. Some myths are 

told in many cultures, but with variations in the events or characters. For example, 

most cultures, tribes or groups of people have their version of how our world 

came to be. 
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For early people, myths were like science because they explained how 

natural events work. Today we don’t always know if myths are true or not. Some 

of the stories or characters may seem impossible and science gives us different 

explanations for some of our questions. But people all over the world still like to 

read myths and we all like to think about what they might mean. 

Folktales exist in any culture and county to reflect the society and the 

cultural practices. Myths come in any forms and tell in different versions which 

different from another country to another counter and they are chances that the 

story might encounter the same storyline. The Story of Bayagong (Othman & 

Aripin 15) and The Swan Maiden (Eugenio 163) from Philippine are story of 

Princess from heaven who lost her wings while bathing at a river on earth. She 

cannot find her wings and cannot return home. The man who took her wings 

pretends to help her find the wings. However, he keeps the wings and marries her. 

At the end of the story, the princess found her wings and fled to heaven without 

saying goodbye to her husband.  

Myths are stories and stories are told and passed down from one generation 

to the next generation through oral tradition (Levi-Strauss, as cited by Klages par 

3). In places and times where people do not have written language, oral tradition 

is one way of preserving and transmitting knowledge. Malaysian folktales use 

myths as prominent aspects of character in oral literature and they are usually 

about ordinary characters in their ordinary lives and tell about something 

extraordinary happens to those characters. 

The most obvious function of myths is the explanation of facts whether 

natural or cultural. One North American Indian’s (Abnaki) myth, for example, 

explains the origin of corn (maize): a lonely man meets a beautiful woman with 

long and fair hair.  She promises to remain with him if he follows her instructions. 

She tells him in detail how to make a fire and after he has done so, she orders him 

to drag her over the burned ground. As a result of these actions, he will see her 

silken hair (the cornstalk) reappear, and thereafter he will have corn seeds for his 


