E-ISSN:2423-7000

] Vol. 14, No.69
Autumn 2026
Research Article

qﬁlx’ Culture and Folk Literature

Representation of Gender Ideology in the Stylistic,
Linguistic, and Rhetorical Layers of a Selection of Local
Folk Tales

Parvin Gholamhoseini*!, Hamidreza Ghanooni?, Ali Heidary?,
Mahsa Rafiei Taghanaki*

Abstract

Isfahani and Bakhtiari folktales, as part of Iran’s literary and cultural
heritage, contain complex semantic and stylistic layers, one of the
most significant of which is the representation of gender ideology. In
these narratives, the roles and positions of women and men are shaped
within the framework of cultural and social norms, reflecting the
gender expectations of society. Women are often represented through
symbolic dualities such as “good/bad woman™ or “beautiful/oppressed
woman,” dualities that reinforce social values and rules related to
gendered behavior, morality, and responsibilities. In contrast, men
typically appear as heroes, saviors, or agents of narrative progression,
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embodying positions of power and social responsibility. From a
stylistic and structural perspective, this ideology is reflected in layers
such as characterization, plot, lexical choice, sentence structure,
sequencing of events, and atmosphere. Figurative and metaphorical
descriptions of women, emphasis on their beauty, purity, or
vulnerability, and the highlighting of masculine actions function as
tools for transmitting and internalizing gender norms. In this study,
Isfahani and Bakhtiari folktales were selected as representatives of
two distinct cultural contexts to enable a comparative analysis of
gender roles and actions. Adopting a comparative and interdisciplinary
approach, and combining theories of representation, narrative
semiotics, and critical discourse analysis, the study conducts a
multilayered examination of the structure and style of these folktales.
The analysis demonstrates that folktales not only possess aesthetic
value but also provide a platform for the reproduction and critique of
power structures and gender ideologies in Iran’s local culture and
literature.

Keywords: Gender representation; gender ideology; folktales;
narrative semiotics; critical discourse analysis.

Introduction

Local narratives, as a fundamental part of cultural and literary
heritage, play a central role in transmitting values, norms, and social
beliefs, as well as in shaping collective identity. These narratives
reflect the worldview and lifestyle of their communities, and their
significance is not limited to storytelling; rather, it is in their style of
expression, symbolic language, and rhetorical imagery that a sense of
social and cultural belonging is evoked. The function of folktales is
closely connected to stylistic, linguistic, and rhetorical layers. Word
choice and symbolic language enable the transmission of moral
patterns and the preservation of collective memory, while rhetorical
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techniques such as binary oppositions and metaphors highlight the
cultural diversity and worldview of each society. Narrative style also
acts as a “cultural mirror,” reflecting mechanisms of power, gender
relations, and ways of social life, thereby transforming folktales into
tools for the reproduction of collective memory and the strengthening
of cultural identity.

Problem Statement

Examining how gender ideology is represented in folktales reveals
how societies, within the unconscious layers of their narratives,
stabilize or challenge behavioral boundaries and legitimizing systems
of male or female power. This representation occurs not only at the
content level but also at stylistic, syntactic, and linguistic levels, where
choices of vocabulary, syntactic structures, narrative techniques, and
rhetorical devices align with or resist dominant ideologies. Since
Isfahani and Bakhtiari folktales belong to two distinct cultural
spheres—central Iran and the southwest—comparing them reveals
both similarities and differences in gender representation, providing a
deeper understanding of the relationship between social structure,
narrative language, and gender ideology.

Research Objectives

This study aims to examine the mechanisms of representing gender
ideology in Isfahani and Bakhtiari folktales. The focus is on linguistic,
stylistic, and syntactic aspects of the narratives—including word
choice, syntactic structures, narrative techniques, and rhetorical
devices. Using a comparative analytical framework, the research seeks
to systematically identify and interpret the relationships among social
structures, linguistic elements of narrative, and gendered ideological
components.
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Research Questions
This study seeks to answer the following questions:

1. How are roles symbolically represented in Isfahani and Bakhtiari
folktales?

2. What role do stylistic and linguistic elements—such as word
choice, naming, metaphors, and symbols—play in reinforcing or
critiquing gender ideology?

3. How do the rhetorical layers of these folktales reveal overlaps
and significant differences in the representation of gender at the levels
of action, narration, and symbolic patterns in the Isfahani and
Bakhtiari contexts?

Hypotheses

1. Gender roles and positions in these folktales are symbolically
constructed and, through patterns of hero-making and binary
oppositions, reproduce established gender relations.

2. Stylistic and linguistic elements (lexicon, naming, metaphors,
and symbols) have a dual function: reinforcing gender ideology while
simultaneously creating the possibility for critique and resistance.

3. The rhetorical layers of the folktales demonstrate that while the
representation of gender in Isfahani and Bakhtiari folktales overlaps in
foundational values, significant symbolic differences appear at the
levels of action and narrative.

Methodology

This research is a comparative-qualitative study using a descriptive-
analytical approach. In the first stage, samples of Isfahani and
Bakhtiari folktales were selected based on cultural diversity, social
distinction, and comparability, ensuring sufficient representativeness
of the narrative traditions of both communities. The collected texts
were categorized around central themes such as family relations,
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power dynamics, and emotional relationships. Subsequently, the
narrative structure and the stylistic, linguistic, and rhetorical layers of
the tales—including word choice, metaphors, and symbolism—were
analyzed with an emphasis on gender representation, drawing on
narrative semiotics and actantial theory.

Literature Review
Numerous studies have addressed the representation of gender in
folktales and other folkloric texts. Some of these include:

Sarvari et al. (2025) showed that children’s stories of the 1980s
reinforced patriarchal structures and the acceptance of unequal gender
relations by emphasizing male roles and marginalizing women.
Ghobadi (2021) argued that women are often reduced to obedience,
weakness, or beauty, while men symbolize reason and authority,
thereby stabilizing gender ideology even at the linguistic level. Arab
Khorasani and Maleki (2025) analyzed 803 proverbs and
demonstrated how oral literature reproduces contradictory definitions
of masculinity and gender inequalities.

In the Bakhtiari cultural context, Rezaei and Zaheri (2013) and
Pouyandepour (2024) showed that although women appear less in
economic and political spheres, they display agency and resistance
against gender stereotypes, sometimes challenging patriarchal views.

Zaheri and Nasiri (2021) identified a dual structure of female
imagery, consisting of a goddess-like figure (fertility, rationality,
agency) and a demonic figure (destructiveness, hedonism).

Conclusion

The representation of gender in Bakhtiari and Isfahani folktales,
particularly in the analyzed samples, simultaneously carries symbolic,
moral, and normative dimensions and plays an active role in
advancing the narrative. Women, despite the oppression and
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limitations imposed by economic and social structures, are not merely
passive figures but rather active, intelligent, and resistant agents
within the stories. Traits such as beauty, chastity, courage, and
cleverness, alongside vulnerability, become functional narrative tools
that enable crisis resolution and the restoration of order. The binary
opposition of the “good woman” and the “bad woman” constructs a
symbolic and moral structure that reflects social and cultural norms:
the good woman embodies moral virtues, wisdom, and social
responsibility, while the bad woman symbolizes seduction, threat, and
disorder. This duality, beyond its narrative function, conveys cultural
and psychological messages and serves to reinforce or critique gender
perspectives.

Men are primarily depicted in supportive and heroic roles; they
safeguard social order, restore justice, and drive the narrative forward.
However, women, through initiative, intelligence, and decision-
making power, often play decisive roles in overcoming structural
limitations and external threats.At the linguistic and rhetorical levels,
the choice of vocabulary, dialogue style, and literary imagery
simultaneously reproduces gender hierarchies and social norms while
also providing space to showcase women’s capabilities. This duality
reveals that folktales function both as tools of representation and as
instruments of social critique, offering opportunities for moral and
cultural reflection. Overall, the tales of Temati and The Magic Tree
stand out as prominent examples of oral literature in which femininity
is represented as a synthesis of vulnerability, beauty, and active
agency, illustrating the interplay between feminine and masculine
forces in driving the narrative and reconstructing moral, social, and
symbolic order. This analysis demonstrates that oral literature, beyond
entertainment, constitutes a rich field for exploring gender roles,
power relations, and the reproduction or critique of cultural norms.
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