With reference to one text, discuss the ways in which an engagement with critical debate has shaped your understanding of that text.
European folktales have not been traditionally known for having strong female protagonists, or even female supporting characters who aren’t just passive love interests needing to be saved by a man or an evil old hag who serves as an antagonist. Female characters are either demur and dependent or ugly and cruel, and there are only a small amount of European folktales with heroic female characters and protagonists. Some feminist folklorists suggest that when women are heroic in folktales, it is at the cost of their femininity as they usually disguise themselves as a man or be transformed into a man in order to be seen as a hero, which they believe implies that a woman cannot truly be strong unless they are functionally or actually a man [1].
‘The Girl Who Pretended to be a Boy’ is a fairytale of Albanian origin, and though it was translated into French and also features in Andrew Lang’s Violet Fairy Book, the most common variations of the tale come from South Eastern Europe, namely Romania and North Macedonia. In all versions of the story, the protagonist is a young girl who disguises herself as a boy and completes a series of challenges with the help of a talking horse, ending with her being transformed into a boy and winning the hand of a princess in marriage. This narrative plot is an exact match for the folktale type ATU 514 ‘The Shift in Sex’, though this narrative plot is seen more positively than the general stereotype of women only being able to be heroic if they are disguised as men, being instead suggested to be transgender representation that is also positively perceived and rewarded within the narrative as the protagonist always gets a happily ever after [2].
The first version of this story I came across was ‘The Girl Who Became a Boy’, in Peter Stevenson’s book ‘Boggarts, Trolls & Tylwyth Teg’, where he describes the story as being an exploration of gender boundaries. His story is set in Northen Albania and begins with a father who is upset that he has no sons to send to war due to his sons having died in a blood feud and leaving him with three daughters. While the two oldest daughters offer to marry a soldier for him, the youngest daughter, Nora, says she will disguise herself as a boy and fight in the war herself. She points out a number of men in their village, who she reveals used to be women whose male family members died and they became men to take over their roles. While Nora enlists, a multi-headed dragon called Kulshedra comes to the village to eat all the children. The King offers his son as a sacrifice to spare the other children and leaves him in the town square. Nora saves the Prince by cutting off one of Kulshedra’s heads, and the prince tells him to ask for his father’s horse as a reward as it is magical. The horse, Demirçil, takes Nora across the border to the land of the Mountain Queen, where soldiers are competing for the hand of her daughter, Illyria. Illyria wishes to marry Nora as he values her consent in the marriage. The Queen’s courtiers are suspicious of Nora and send him on impossible quests, which Nora completes with Demirçil’s help, and on the last quest returns dressed once more as a girl, revealing himself to also be the soldier who then marries Illyria [3]. 
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Nora’s description in this version of the men in the village who used to be women is in reference to ‘Sworn Virgins’, a tradition existing in the Southern Balkans where, in the absence of male heirs, a woman either at birth by her parents or at her own choice later in life will be declared a man and swear their virginity. This tradition is a result of the Southern Balkans deeply patriarchal society, particularly in Northen Albania which is where ‘The Girl Who Became a Boy’ is set, and still has Sworn Virgins even in the 21st century. Interestingly, Sworn Virgins were not treated any differently to a born man amongst the close knit societies they lived in, and though this does perpetuate the message that the only members of society who can complete certain roles and responsibilities are men, making them superior to women, it does also allow women an opportunity to escape that subservient lifestyle and take on the social and legal that a man has at the cost of their feminine identity [1]. Viewing this folktale through the lens of a society where women becoming men was a norm allows it to be grounded in reality as a narrative that might very well have been true. Knowing this scenario was something that happened also helps with understanding why this story might have been brought about and what the intended reading of it would have been when it was originally told orally. Despite the fact that it implies that only men are capable of being heroes and women fundamentally cannot be heroic, it does seem to promote a message to any girl who hears it, that they are in fact capable of being a hero in virtue of their capability to become a boy. While it seems somewhat backwards, it does imply a level of acceptance among society that women are just as capable of the roles and responsibilities of men, they just need to step into the position of a man to fulfil them. It also suggests that there was some recognition that the roles of men and women, at least in a social and legal sense, were not defined by the body you were born in and were instead defined by the actions and duties taken throughout one’s life, which is a very progressive understanding of gender identity.
Stevenson’s version of the story is based heavily off Robert Elsie’s version, also titled ‘The Girl Who Became a Boy’, which was his translation of the story from ‘Folklor shqiptar’ from Albanian to English. There are some notable differences between the two versions, like the fact that in Elsie’s version the protagonist is never named and only referred to as the ‘young man’, though the fact that she is actually a girl is repeatedly emphasised throughout until she is magically transformed into a boy, while Stevenson’s version names her Nora and the narrative switches between calling her a girl or a boy depending on whose perspective it is. These differences had a big impact on my reading of the stories, with Elsie’s version seeming like a girl who pretended to be a boy in order to do something, whereas Stevenson’s version presents a more fluid view of gender, with Nora denying taking on the label of either son or daughter and only wanting to be herself, promoting an idea of gender labels being unimportant and having no link to one’s capability. Another difference of note is that Elsie’s version has the ‘young man’ and the princess marry when they meet and courtiers only being suspicious of him as the princess did not report that they had sex, whereas Stevenson’s courtiers become suspicious when Nora says she’ll only marry Illyria if she consents which Illyria approves of as she believes in having independence. This difference creates a very different slant on the theme of the story, though both of them seem distinctly anti-patriarchy: Elsie’s establishes that the marriage not being consummated is what is seen as wrong and the courtiers, representing the patriarchal society, decide the ‘young man’ is not a suitable husband, as the goal of this marriage would be to have heirs, while  Stevenson’s version determines that Nora wanting Illyria to be able to choose if she wants to marry and Illyria’s desire to be able to choose are seen as problematic by the courtiers, again representing the patriarchy, as it is wrong to them for women to want agency and suspicious for a man to encourage it [2]. 

[1] Antonia Young & Larenda Twigg, ‘ ‘Sworn virgins’ As Enhancers Of Albanian Patriarchal Society In Contrast To Emerging Roles For Albanian Women’, Etnološka tribina, Volume 39 Issue 32 (2009), 117-134 (117-118).
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I think these differences show a change of attitude over time, though they ultimately convey the same message of anti-patriarchy and challenge to gender stereotypes. Elsie’s version, which is a representation of what an earlier version of the story would look like, seems to have a more fixed binary of gender than Stevenson’s, a more modern interpretation of the story, though they both break gender stereotypes. Elsie’s version of the story emphasises the societal concern of heteronormative relationships being primarily concerned with producing children, and a relationship between a woman and a ‘sworn virgin’ could not achieve this aim, this seeming to be the chief reasoning against a woman becoming a man as she would not be able to fulfil this purpose and may even prevent a woman from doing so if they are in a relationship. This is a concern that would have prevailed at the time this version of the story was composed, especially with nobility wanting heirs to continue the line of heritage. Stevenson’s version has a slightly more modern societal concern of women’s consent and agency, and men being able to respect that, which seems more in line with the contemporary values of today.
I feel that I have gained a better understanding of the cultural reasons behind this folktale, as I had considered historical attitudes towards gender would be a predominant contributing factor to the basis of the narrative plot, but the added layer of seeing the slight differences in variations of the story over time has highlighted how the tale has been changed to be in keeping with  it’s time’s social values. The cultural significance of the ‘sworn virgins’ took on a principal role in my ability to appreciate this tale as the social piece that it is, something that displays a narrative that would have been familiar and known to people at the time and explores the cultural views at that time, but also the challenge it presents to what those cultural ideals actually meant to the people who both perpetuated and contested them, and how that has led to the change the story has experienced over time.
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