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An Examination and Comparison of Sistani Proverbs Concerning Women and the Family in the
Two Categories of Compulsion and Ancestry/Lineage, Based on Fairclough’s Framework
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Abstract

As a fundamental pillar of both the family and society, women perform vital and multidimensional roles. Their status has
consistently attracted attention at familial, social, economic, and cultural levels. Within the family, a woman serves as a
wife, life partner, central agent in the upbringing of future generations, and transmitter of culture; within society, she
participates in economic development and decision-making processes. Drawing on Fairclough’s theory, this article examines
the representation of women in Sistani proverbs and analyzes them within two categories: compulsion (3 proverbs) and
ancestry/lineage (26 proverbs). The data were collected through a review of relevant books and interviews with local
residents over the age of 50. The findings indicate that, within the category of compulsion, women are portrayed as patient
individuals who submit to prevailing circumstances, whereas within the category of ancestry and lineage, they are
foregrounded as guardians of family honor. Taken together, these two categories reveal the value system of the culture:
acceptance of fate on the one hand and preservation of family structures on the other. Proverbs concerning compulsion
emphasize individual adaptation, whereas those concerning ancestry/lineage stress collective stability. The article
demonstrates how these proverbs reproduce gender stereotypes and reinforce mechanisms of social and familial control.
Keywords: Sistani proverbs, women, family, compulsion, lineage, kinship
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This study examines and compares Sistani

proverbs concerning women and the family
within the two interrelated semantic categories
of compulsion/adaptation and
ancestry/lineage, using Norman Fairclough’s
critical  discourse  analysis  framework.
Proverbs constitute a significant component of
oral culture because they condense collective
experience, social values, cultural beliefs, and
historically established relations of power into
brief, memorable, and widely circulated
linguistic forms (1). In Sistani culture, proverbs
are especially important because they have
developed within a distinctive geographical,
historical, tribal, and socioeconomic
environment and therefore preserve many
aspects of local knowledge, familial
organization, social hierarchy, gender
expectations, and strategies of survival.
Sistani proverbial discourse is not merely
decorative or didactic language; rather, it
functions as a culturally legitimate mechanism
through which social norms are transmitted,
naturalized, and reproduced across
generations. The oral heritage of Sistan
includes sayings and proverbial expressions
whose persistence in everyday speech has
enriched the local dialect and preserved

culturally specific modes of perception and

Sl ol Olsea 5 18 S e ol (Son b 5 olazd
358 13 eslimal 3550 sdul sla ey

OB ds 5 5y Lie

S gl LSy 2 OB i 55 alas Wi cpl (25 s
communication (3). Within this linguistic and
cultural heritage, women are represented
through multiple familial and social identities,
including those of mother, wife, daughter,
stepmother, prospective bride, dependent
family member, and guardian of familial
continuity. The present research focuses
specifically on the categories of
“‘compulsion/adaptation” and
“ancestry/lineage” because these categories
reveal two complementary dimensions of
Sistani social thought. The first concerns the
individual's obligation to endure unfavorable
circumstances and adapt to conditions that
cannot easily be changed, whereas the
second emphasizes the enduring importance
of kinship, inherited character, family
reputation, collective identity, and generational
continuity. By examining these two categories
together, the study seeks to demonstrate how
proverbial discourse simultaneously promotes
loyalty to family structures and teaches
individuals to accommodate the pressures
produced by those structures. Accordingly, the
principal objective is to identify how linguistic
choices, metaphorical structures, local
vocabulary, and culturally recognizable
images contribute to the representation of

women, family relationships, vulnerability,
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adaptation, kinship, inherited identity, and
social power in Sistani proverbs.

Previous studies have demonstrated that
proverbs frequently reproduce gendered
assumptions and culturally  sanctioned
hierarchies, although the degree and form of
such representation vary across linguistic and
cultural contexts. Research on Persian and
Azerbaijani Turkish proverbs has shown that
women are commonly represented within the
private sphere, particularly in the roles of wife,
mother, and daughter, while their public and
social presence remains comparatively limited
(6). Studies of Persian proverbs have further
indicated that apparently ordinary and concise
expressions can naturalize gender

stereotypes by presenting historically
constructed inequalities as self-evident
cultural truths (7). Similarly, a Faircloughian
analysis of Arabic proverbs in Khuzestan
revealed that women’s representations are
multidimensional but frequently structured
through unequal relations of power, with men
typically
positions and women receiving positive

occupying more  authoritative
recognition primarily in maternal and sisterly
roles (8). Research on Gilaki proverbs,
however, has challenged the assumption that
women are represented only as subordinate,
showing that they may appear as weak,
powerful, equal to men, or socially dominant
depending on the specific role and context (9).
Studies of Zulu, African, Kurdish, Arabic,
Qashqgai, Turkish, English, and Persian

proverbial traditions similarly demonstrate that

oral literature can contain contradictory

representations,  simultaneously  praising
women’s moral and familial importance while
restricting their autonomy or associating them
with inferiority, dependence, emotionality, or
domestic obligation (10-12, 14-20). These
studies confirm that proverbial discourse does
not merely reflect social attitudes but actively
participates in their stabilization and
transmission. The present study extends this
body of research by concentrating on Sistani
proverbs and by organizing the selected
material around the specific conceptual
opposition between inherited belonging and
enforced  adaptation. The  theoretical
foundation is Fairclough’s three-dimensional
model, according to which discourse must be
examined at the levels of textual description,
discursive interpretation, and sociocultural
explanation. In this approach, language is
regarded not simply as a means of conveying
meaning but as a form of social practice that
produces and reproduces ideology,
hegemony, social identity, and unequal power
relations (2). This framework is especially
suitable for analyzing proverbs because their
brevity and familiarity often conceal the
ideological assumptions embedded in their
lexical, syntactic, metaphorical, and pragmatic
structures.

The research employed a qualitative design
based on critical discourse analysis and
Fairclough’s three-level model. The corpus
consisted of Sistani proverbs related to

women, family, kinship, ancestry, inherited
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character, compulsion, vulnerability, and
adaptation to adverse circumstances. The
wider collection included twenty-six proverbs
classified under ancestry, lineage, inherent
character, and Kkinship, as well as three
proverbs categorized under compulsion and
adaptation to new or unfavorable conditions.
From the first category, three representative
proverbs were selected for detailed analysis,
while all three proverbs in the second category
were examined. The proverbs were gathered
through purposive sampling based on their
authenticity, frequency of use in Sistani
culture, direct relevance to the research
guestions, and capacity to represent diverse
gendered and familial roles. Data collection
relied on written sources, including published
collections of Sistani proverbs and books on
the folklore and popular culture of Sistan,
together with interviews conducted with literate
and non-literate local participants over the age
of fifty. Participatory observation of the natural
contexts in which these proverbs are used also
contributed to the interpretation of their
pragmatic and cultural functions. The analysis
proceeded in three stages. At the descriptive
level, the study examined sentence structure,
grammatical polarity, conditional and negative
constructions, local lexical items, metaphors,
pronouns, phonological patterns, rhythm,
repetition, and dialectal features. At the
interpretive level, attention was directed to the
relationship between the proverb and its
context of use, the identities assigned to

speakers and social actors, the representation

of individual and collective agency, and the
implicit assumptions  concerning  family
authority, gender, poverty, dependence, and
inherited status. At the explanatory level, each
proverb was situated within the broader
historical, tribal, agricultural, economic, and
familial structures of Sistani society. This stage
examined how recurrent proverbial
formulations contribute to the naturalization of
collectivism, patriarchal authority, kinship
obligations, fatalism, unequal access to
protection, and the normalization of
accommodation in situations of social
weakness. The use of Fairclough’s framework
in comparable discourse-analytic studies
demonstrates its effectiveness in connecting
linguistic form with ideology, historical context,
and social power (4, 5).

The findings concerning ancestry, lineage,
inherent character, and kinship reveal that
these proverbs strongly privilege collective
continuity over individual autonomy. The
proverb stating that a relative cannot simply be
swallowed or eliminated, regardless of one’s
dissatisfaction, constructs kinship as an
unavoidable and enduring social bond. At the
descriptive level, the proverb uses a
conditional structure, an impossible physical
action, and humorous exaggeration to
communicate the impossibility of severing
familial relationships. At the interpretive level,
the individual is positioned against the
authority of the tribal and familial collective,
while kinship is represented as sacred,

permanent, and resistant to personal
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preference. At the explanatory level, this
discourse reflects a society in which economic
security, social identity, protection, and access
to resources have historically depended on
extended family and tribal networks. The
proverb therefore performs two functions: it
acknowledges the burdens of kinship and
simultaneously naturalizes the obligation to
preserve it. The proverb stating that “the seed
does not fall far from the threshing floor”
similarly relies on agricultural metaphor to
connect the child or later generation with the
family, lineage, and inherited characteristics of
previous generations. The lexical opposition
between “seed” and “threshing floor” creates a
part-whole relationship that presents individual
identity as inseparable from family origin. The
proverb legitimizes generational authority and
may be used to explain behavior through
inherited disposition rather than personal
choice. It also reflects the agricultural
economy of Sistan, where natural cycles and
cultivation provide culturally meaningful
metaphors for human continuity. The third
proverb, which presents physical injury or
suffering as an inheritance from seven
generations, introduces a more critical
dimension. It represents hardship, poverty,
illness, or deprivation as historically
transmitted and deeply rooted in collective
experience. Although this formulation may
preserve awareness of structural suffering, it
can also encourage fatalism by suggesting
that inherited difficulties are unavoidable.

Taken together, these proverbs construct

lineage as both a source of identity and a
mechanism of restriction. They affirm
belonging, continuity, and social protection,
yet they also subordinate the individual to
inherited  expectations and  collective
judgment. Such representations are consistent
with studies showing that proverbial discourse
can naturalize family-based hierarchy and
gendered power by presenting them as
culturally inevitable rather than historically
produced (7, 8, 20).

The three proverbs classified under
compulsion and adaptation reveal the
consequences experienced by individuals who
lack power, protection, resources, or socially
recognized support. The proverb advising a
child without a mother to accommodate the
father’'s new wife is constructed through a
simple conditional command: because the
preferred source of care is absent, adaptation
becomes obligatory. At the descriptive level,
the colloquial vocabulary and imperative verb
make the message direct, memorable, and
authoritative. At the interpretive level, the
proverb represents the child as powerless and
the stepmother as a new familial authority who
must be accepted. The hidden ideology
promotes survival through accommodation,
even when circumstances may be emotionally
difficult or unjust. The proverb concerning a
desperate person who accepts a “leftover” or
undesirable marriage prospect is even more
explicitly structured by social hierarchy and
humiliation. It connects deprivation with the

loss of choice and uses evaluative vocabulary
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to degrade both the available option and the
person compelled to accept it. This discourse
can extend beyond marriage to poverty,
occupational marginalization, and limited
access to resources. It individualizes
deprivation by implying that the desperate
person’s condition explains the degrading
choice, while the social structures producing
that desperation remain unexamined. The
proverb stating that an orphan cannot retaliate
or seek redress similarly links personal
security to paternal and familial protection. Its
negative grammatical structure emphasizes
powerlessness, while the terms associated
with orphanhood, retaliation, and absence of
support construct a social world in which
formal institutions cannot reliably protect
vulnerable individuals. Collectively, these
proverbs represent accommodation as
practical wisdom and survival as dependent on
accepting unequal circumstances. Women
and children appear as especially vulnerable
when deprived of maternal, paternal,
economic, or kinship support. The discourse of
compulsion therefore complements the
discourse of lineage: the latter establishes the
authority and necessity of the family network,
while the former illustrates what happens
when an individual is marginalized within or
excluded from that network. Similar studies
have shown that proverbs may reproduce
patriarchal domination, restrict women to
dependent familial roles, and transform
inequality into culturally accepted common

sense (10, 12, 15, 17). In the Sistani material,

however, this process is closely connected to
regional experiences of economic hardship,
environmental insecurity, tribal organization,
and the historical necessity of collective
survival.

In conclusion, the analysis demonstrates that
Sistani proverbs concerning ancestry/lineage
and compulsion/adaptation form an
interconnected ideological system through
which family continuity, inherited identity,
social vulnerability, and accommodation to
unequal conditions are culturally interpreted
and transmitted. At the textual level, the
proverbs employ simple syntax, local
vocabulary, negative and conditional
structures, agricultural and bodily metaphors,
rhythmic repetition, and emotionally charged
expressions that make their messages
accessible and memorable. At the interpretive
level, they establish specific social identities:
the loyal relative, the inheritor of family traits,
the bearer of generational suffering, the
motherless child, the desperate suitor, and the
unsupported orphan. At the explanatory level,
these representations are rooted in the
historical realities of a tribal and agricultural
society in which survival has often depended
on kinship solidarity, inherited reputation,
collective discipline, and adaptation to material
scarcity. The discourse of lineage emphasizes
continuity, loyalty, familial honor, and the
impossibility of complete separation from
one’s origins, whereas the discourse of
compulsion teaches individuals to endure

disadvantage, accept limited choices, and
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accommodate unequal relations when
resistance appears impractical. These two
discourses reinforce one another: collective
structures  generate obligations  and
constraints, while the ideology of adaptation
normalizes submission to those constraints.
The proverbs therefore function not only as
reflections of Sistani culture but also as active
social practices that preserve, legitimize, and
reproduce established relations of authority. At
the same time, their critical analysis creates
the possibility of reinterpretation. By exposing
the assumptions embedded in apparently
ordinary  expressions, researchers and
educators can distinguish between the
preservation of valuable cultural heritage and
the uncritical continuation of stereotypes,
fatalism, familial domination, and gender
inequality. The study ultimately shows that the
critical reading of oral literature can contribute
both to safeguarding regional linguistic
traditions and to reconsidering the social
meanings through which women, families,
vulnerable individuals, and inherited identities
are represented.
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