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bstract

Native and local legends reflect the individual and collective experiences of a people. All shared
thoughts and beliefs in a region endure through legends and their transmission to future generations.
The spirit of a people can be better understood by revisiting these legends. Passed down for centuries,
these legends have sometimes become part of local folklore, appearing as stories from the people of
these regions. Gilani and Mazandaran legends are rich with tales that have secured a lasting place in
epic and romantic narratives. This article, based on library and field research, seeks to answer the
question: "How have the legends of northern Iran preserved and transmitted the native and local
culture and social values of a people?" The article also examines legends in which women are the
main protagonists. The research findings indicate that the people of northern Iran, while believing in
legends, strive to preserve them by passing on folk tales and employing literary forms such as poetry.
According to the content of the legends in these regions, women are seen as embodying qualities such
as nobility, beauty, strength, independence, forgiveness, and immortality. In local legends from these
regions, women are portrayed as having an inseparable connection with nature.
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Introduction

Native and local legends reflect the individual and collective experiences of a people. All shared
thoughts and beliefs in a region endure through legends and their transmission to future generations.
The spirit of a people can be better understood by revisiting these legends. Passed down for centuries,
these legends have sometimes become part of local folklore, appearing as stories from the people of
these regions. Gilani and Mazandaran legends are rich with tales that have secured a lasting place in
epic and romantic narratives. This article, based on library and field research, seeks to answer the
question: "How have the legends of northern Iran preserved and transmitted the native and local
culture and social values of a people?" The article also examines legends in which women are the
main protagonists. The research findings indicate that the people of northern Iran, while believing in
legends, strive to preserve them by passing on folk tales and employing literary forms such as poetry.
According to the content of the legends in these regions, women are seen as embodying qualities such
as nobility, beauty, strength, independence, forgiveness, and immortality. In local legends from these
regions, women are portrayed as having an inseparable connection with nature.

Every nation and community has its own myths and folktales, shaped by their geographical and
climatic environments. These environments provide the cultural context in which such stories first
emerged and gradually evolved. Myths and folktales are forms of oral literature, representing some of
the earliest ways humans expressed themselves in a literary manner. Cross-cultural comparisons often
reveal common motifs and archetypes that, across ethnic and cultural boundaries, demonstrate the
fundamental unity of human societies. It is therefore important to explore various kinds of myths and
folktales to understand the nature and temperament of a people. Although both myths and folktales
transcend specific notions of time and place, they differ in content and function. While the two terms
may seem semantically similar, their thematic and conceptual distinctions are clear: myths often focus
on cosmogony and the creation of humankind, with protagonists who are frequently divine rather than
human. Ancient rituals play a foundational role in the development of myths, whose events predate the
existence of humankind. In myths, deities actively shape human destiny. Folktales, on the other hand,
operate independently of reason or logic and typically have a simple narrative structure. Their heroes
and heroines are human, and the stories center on human experiences that convey moral, social, or
religious lessons. Deities rarely play a significant role in these narratives.

Studying myths and folktales greatly enhances our understanding of the psychological and
cultural identity of a people. However, historical inquiry alone cannot reveal their essence; insights
from literary studies, mythology, and the history of religions are also necessary. Some scholars
contend that attributing the creation of folktales to the general populace is a misconception, as “the
people” as an abstract entity lack the creative agency to invent such stories. Instead, gifted poets and
artists may have infused their aesthetic imagination and ideals into songs and tales, giving them lasting
vitality. Nonetheless, it must be recognized that ordinary people have been the primary transmitters
and preservers of these tales.

The main objective is to understand the representation of women in the indigenous folktales of
northern Iran and to analyze the semantic and symbolic content of these tales. The study seeks to
answer the question: “How have the themes of northern Iranian folktales contributed to the
preservation and transmission of local and indigenous culture and the social values of an ethnic
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community?” The study population consists ofWritten and oral folktales from the provinces of Gilan,
Mazandaran, and Golestan, as found in published books on the folktales and local folklore of northern
Iran.

Method

Given the large number of tales, samples were selected through purposive sampling based on criteria
such as the presence of a female character in the main or central role and the authenticity of the tale
within local and indigenous culture. The tales are analyzed using qualitative content analysis.

Findings

The corpus examined in this paper includes written and oral folktales from the provinces of Gilan,
Mazandaran, and Golestan, collected from various published works on the folklore of northern Iran.
Purposive sampling was used to select stories featuring women as main or central characters and that
are authentically rooted in local oral tradition. A qualitative content analysis method was used for
interpretation.

Because of its unique geography, ethnic diversity, and history of migrations, northern Iran
abounds in myths and folktales. Many of the same gods found in Iran's national mythology also appear
in Mazandaran's local traditions; some, such as the demons (divs), retained their mythological
significance there for centuries. Further cultural changes were brought by the arrival of Aryan settlers
and later Zoroastrian reformers, which is also reflected in the persistence of ancient festivals.

The folktales of Gilan and Mazandaran are rich in narrative diversity and include both heroic and
romantic elements. The classification of these tales depends largely on the beliefs of the northern
communities and the setting in which they were created. Some tales are purely imaginative, featuring
extraordinary events and magical beings such as demons and fairies; these often include motifs of
enchantment and sorcery. Others are more realistic, depicting everyday life through exaggeration or
moral commentary.

Among the latter, the recurring figure of the stepmother reflects historical realities such as the
frequent deaths of women in childbirth and the subsequent remarriage of their husbands. Works like
The Magical Foal, The Dove, the Sun and the Trunk, The Stepmother’s Pincers, and The Stepmother
and Her Stepdaughter exemplify this motif. Certain folktales have historical resonance, attributing
fictional events to real historical figures; for example, Sultan Mahmud appears in The Golden-Haired
Girl. Others are humorous or satirical, yet present moral and psychological reflections with a light
touch.

Conclusion

A rereading of women's roles in the indigenous folktales of northern Iran reveals their deep connection
with nature and the local landscape. Female beauty is often depicted in pastoral and agrarian settings —
while working in rice fields, fetching water from springs, or walking through apple orchards. The
folktales can generally be divided into three categories: realistic, romantic, and fantastical. Most
originated in rural environments, where women's economic participation in agriculture afforded them
a degree of independence and agency. This social reality, intertwined with ancient cultural beliefs,
became the creative foundation for the storytelling tradition and contributed to a valuable repository of



d«_.\}jdéjJ)LS/ng‘d\.«—i‘ul.m;do_g.g‘_;ue\}u‘);au}m AN

oral heritage. The lives of women in these local narratives are narrated poignantly and simply,
highlighting their moral and educational dimensions. Romantic stories often portray young, beautiful,
and virtuous women who, in the absence of guardians or social protection, still manage to maintain
their chastity and honor, sometimes retreating into mountains and forests to preserve them. The
protagonists in these stories are not divine beings but ordinary humans; events occur through human
agency with minimal divine or supernatural intervention. Women's common attributes across these
stories include beauty, solitude, simplicity, passion, nobility, and chastity. The myths and folktales of
northern Iran represent the beliefs and values of its people, combining fanciful fiction with traces of
historical and cultural truth. They bear witness to the abiding faith of the region's people in
mythological and semi-mythological beings and in storytelling as a means of preserving historical-
cultural heritage.
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