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Abstract 

 

This paper examines Roald Dahl’s Lamb to the Slaughter using Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of 

the Folktale to uncover the underlying structural and character functions embedded within the 

narrative. Although classified as a modern domestic crime story, the tale aligns with traditional 

folktale structures through its sequence of narrative functions and character archetypes. By mapping 

Propp’s 31 functions and seven spheres of action onto the story’s events, this analysis reveals how 

these classical elements are preserved, inverted, or subverted to create irony and critique societal 

expectations, especially those surrounding gender and justice. Mary Maloney, the central character, 

structurally embodies the role of the “hero,” despite committing a crime, while other roles such as 

villain, helper, donor, and false hero are cleverly reassigned. The study also highlights how the 

narrative challenges the conventional notion of justice and authority, revealing the flexibility and 

relevance of Proppian theory when applied to modern literature. Ultimately, this research affirms 

the enduring utility of structuralist frameworks in revealing hidden ideological dimensions in 

contemporary storytelling. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Roald Dahl’s Lamb to the Slaughter 

(1953) is a macabre yet humorous tale that 

defies conventional morality. At the center is 

Mary Maloney, a devoted housewife whose 

seemingly docile persona is upended when her 

husband, Patrick, unexpectedly requests a 

divorce. The irony deepens as Mary murders 

him with a frozen leg of lamb, then 

manipulates the police into destroying the 

evidence—by feeding it to them. 

Traditionally, structuralist analysis has 

focused on folklore and mythology, but recent 

applications demonstrate its value in analyzing 

modern narratives (Ryan, 2007; Cobley, 

2001). Vladimir Propp's Morphology of the 

Folktale (1928) introduced a system of 

recurring functions and character roles that 

transcend cultural boundaries. Although Lamb 

to the Slaughter is far removed from Slavic 

folktales, it presents a complete narrative arc 

with functionally equivalent moments of 

betrayal, transformation, trickery, and ironic 

resolution. 

This paper applies Proppian analysis not 

merely to classify narrative events, but to 

interrogate how these functions are repurposed 

in a tale driven by irony, gender reversal, and 

justice evasion. Dahl’s manipulation of 

structure invites a closer examination of how 

traditional archetypes are reimagined for 

modern storytelling. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS  
This study employs a descriptive 

qualitative approach grounded in narrative 

structuralism as developed by Vladimir Propp. 

This approach is chosen due to its primary 

focus on revealing the underlying structure and 

narrative functions within a literary text, rather 

than exploring the sociological or 

psychological context of its characters. 

Propp’s morphological theory, first introduced 

in Morphology of the Folktale (1928), 

provides a systematic framework for 
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identifying character roles and the sequence of 

narrative functions. 

Methodologically, the study begins with 

a close reading of Roald Dahl’s short story 

Lamb to the Slaughter. This reading aims to 

identify the central narrative elements such as 

plot development, character dynamics, and 

turning points. Once the general structure of 

the story is understood, the next phase 

involves mapping the narrative structure onto 

Propp’s 31 narrative functions. While not all 

of these functions appear in modern narratives, 

their sequence or pattern often remains 

recognizable. Therefore, this analysis is also 

interpretative—adjusting Propp’s functions 

contextually to fit a contemporary narrative 

that differs significantly in form and purpose 

from traditional folktales. 

In addition to identifying narrative 

functions, the study also examines the seven 

character roles, or what Propp refers to as 

“spheres of action,” including the hero, villain, 

helper, donor, dispatcher, false hero, and 

princess. Each character in the story is 

analyzed based on their structural role rather 

than moral or psychological qualities. For 

instance, Mary Maloney, who could be seen as 

a criminal from a moral perspective, 

structurally plays the role of the hero, as she 

undergoes transformation and propels the story 

toward resolution. 

The analysis further considers elements 

of narrative subversion—how Lamb to the 

Slaughter not only follows Propp’s framework 

but also inverts or challenges it. Thus, this 

research is not limited to structural 

classification but includes evaluative and 

reflective dimensions on the effectiveness of 

Propp’s framework in analyzing modern 

literature. 

Primary data for this research is drawn 

directly from the text of Lamb to the 

Slaughter, supported by theoretical references 

including Propp’s original work and 

contemporary narratological literature by 

scholars such as Christopher Booker (2004), 

Marie-Laure Ryan (2007), and Toolan (2001). 

This approach aims to demonstrate that 

classical Proppian theory remains relevant for 

analyzing contemporary narratives, especially 

when applied critically and contextually. 

In conclusion, this methodology 

prioritizes detailed and systematic textual 

analysis within a morphological framework, 

seeking to uncover how Lamb to the Slaughter 

not only follows a coherent narrative structure 

but also delivers irony, subversion, and gender 

complexity through its unique narrative 

strategies. 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Character Functions and Their Subversive 

Interpretations 

To further understand how Lamb to the 

Slaughter aligns with and simultaneously 

challenges traditional narrative structures, this 

section maps each character onto Vladimir 

Propp’s seven spheres of action. These roles—

originally developed to analyze Russian 

folktales—serve as a structural lens through 

which character functions can be identified. 

However, in Dahl’s modern context, these 

functions are often inverted or subverted, 

particularly in ways that critique social norms 

and gender expectations. The following table 

outlines the key characters and their 

corresponding Proppian roles, along with 

interpretations that highlight the narrative’s 

ironic and subversive strategies. 

   

Table 1. Proppian Character Roles and 

Subversive Readings 
Proppian 

Role 
Character Interpretation 

Hero Mary 

Maloney 

Mary’s journey follows the hero arc—

not toward justice or rescue, but toward 

self-preservation. Unlike traditional 

heroes who restore order, Mary 

subverts it to construct a new personal 

reality (Booker, 2004). Her act of 

murder is her “departure,” while her 

successful deception is her “victory.” 

Villain Patrick 

Maloney 

Though Patrick is the victim in a literal 

sense, structurally he functions as the 

villain. His request for divorce shatters 

Mary’s world, violating the unstated 

marital contract. His betrayal, subtle but 
devastating, creates the “lack” 

necessary for the story’s propulsion 

(Propp, 1968). 

Helper Frozen leg 

of lamb 

The object of murder becomes the 

instrument of liberation and 

concealment—fulfilling both the 

magical agent and helper role. This 

mirrors folklore where enchanted 

objects aid heroes (Propp, 1968), but 
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here the aid is used for moral evasion. 

Donors Sam 

(grocer), 

forensic 

team 

These characters unintentionally 

support Mary’s narrative. Sam provides 

the alibi while the forensic doctor 

confirms false assumptions, revealing a 

critique of institutional authority. Their 

ignorance becomes an ironic 

mechanism of the “gift” Propp 

describes. 

False 

Heroes 

Police 

investigators 

Tasked with delivering justice, they 

instead become instruments of Mary’s 

triumph. They unknowingly aid the 

villainous-hero. This inversion 

demonstrates how Dahl weaponizes 

irony against male-dominated systems 

of law. 

Dispatcher Patrick His decision to abandon Mary triggers 

her transformation, acting as a 

structural dispatcher in Propp’s terms, 

though he is unaware of this narrative 

consequence. 

Princess 

(Reward) 

Freedom / 

Justice 

The “reward” Mary seeks is not 

romantic union or material gain, but 

freedom from culpability and social 

disgrace. The subversion lies in how 

she acquires it: not by overcoming evil, 

but by embodying it. 

 

This role analysis reveals how Dahl 

manipulates traditional structures to criticize 

gender norms, institutional blindness, and the 

limits of justice. The reader is made complicit 

in Mary’s victory, disturbed by cheering on a 

criminal due to the structural roles she 

occupies. 

 

Narrative Functions and Their Sequence 

Using Propp’s 31 functions, the story 

demonstrates significant alignment—though 

with notable irony: 

 

Table 2. Proppian Narrative Functions in the 

Story 
Propp’s 

Function 
Event in the Story Commentary 

Initial Situation Mary as a content 

housewife 

Echoes the folktale “stable 

world” before disruption. 

Absentation Patrick withdraws 

emotionally 

Precedes the formal 

betrayal; a common signal 

of looming change. 

Interdiction Implied: Marital 

loyalty and 

emotional 

dependence 

Though unstated, marriage 

functions as a silent 

interdiction. 

Violation Patrick announces 

divorce 

Breaks the emotional and 

social code. 

Villainy Emotional 

abandonment, hints 

of infidelity 

Functions as betrayal that 

justifies Mary’s subsequent 

action. 

Mediation Mary reacts, 

collapses internally 

The function of 

awareness—a moment of 

narrative pivot. 

Counteraction Retrieves frozen 

lamb 

Decision-making phase: 

hero prepares to act. 

Departure Kills Patrick Moment of agency and 

irreversible transformation. 

Trickery Visits grocer, acts 

normal 

Constructs alibi, 

manipulates social trust. 

Complicity Grocer, police 

affirm her story 

Reflects societal 

willingness to believe 

appearances. 

Struggle Maintains 

composure under 

questioning 

Though not physical, this 

is a psychological and 

performative struggle. 

Victory Police eat the lamb Symbolic and literal 

destruction of evidence. 

Recognition Readers recognize 

her deception; police 

do not 

This is where Dahl 

amplifies dramatic irony. 

Punishment None (subverted) Here Dahl critiques justice 

as fallible and 

manipulable. 

 

Not all 31 functions are needed; many 

modern narratives compress them. However, 

this sequence retains Propp’s essential shape: a 

rupture (lack), response (departure and 

trickery), and resolution (victory, ironic 

recognition). 

 

CONCLUSION 

Lamb to the Slaughter masterfully 

demonstrates how modern narratives can 

mirror classical folktale structures while 

simultaneously subverting their moral codes. 

Through a detailed Proppian analysis, it 

becomes evident that Dahl retains the 

scaffolding of traditional storytelling—

complete with hero, helper, and villain roles—

but manipulates them to challenge norms 

around justice, gender, and authority. 

Mary Maloney’s transformation from 

submissive wife to manipulative anti-hero 

underscores how structural tools like Propp’s 

morphology can reveal more than pattern—

they expose ideology, irony, and power. The 

functions remain; the values invert. Dahl's 

short story becomes a contemporary folktale of 

vengeance and deception, repackaged in the 

quiet horror of the domestic. 

This analysis confirms that Vladimir 

Propp’s theory is not confined to ancient tales, 

but persists as a powerful interpretive lens for 

modern literary criticism. It enables readers 

and scholars to uncover narrative skeletons 

beneath emotional flesh—especially in stories 

where the boundaries between heroism and 

villainy are provocatively blurred. 
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