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Abstract. This article examines the stylistic representation of gender in English 

fiction across different historical periods. It analyzes gender not merely as a social 

category, but as a complex conceptual phenomenon constructed through language, 

narrative strategies, metaphorical systems, and discourse structures within literary texts. 

The study explores gender representation based on the approaches of stylistics, gender 

theory, feminist stylistics, queer stylistics, and cognitive stylistics. The article discusses the 

formation of representations of femininity and masculinity in classical, modernist, and 

contemporary English literature, focusing on how gender roles are expressed through 

lexical choices, metaphors, character speech, narrative techniques, and points of view. It 

also highlights traditional gender oppositions in classical literature, the emphasis on inner 

consciousness and subjectivity in modernist texts, and the emergence of fluid, diverse, and 

non-traditional gender identities in contemporary fiction. The findings demonstrate that 

literary language not only reflects existing social perceptions of gender but also serves as 

a powerful means of reconstructing, challenging, and transforming gender ideologies. 
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Gender has long been central to literary representation because it shapes identity, 

social roles, power relations, and the ideological structure of fictional worlds. English 

literature, in particular, offers an extensive field for examining gender due to its long 

historical development and its diversity of narrative traditions. The stylistic 

representation of gender is crucial because language, narration, and discourse do not 

merely portray gender – they actively construct it. 

In classical fiction, gender is typically depicted through binary oppositions such 

as masculinity versus femininity, reason versus emotion. Modernist literature shifts 



 

toward exploring subjectivity and consciousness, allowing a deeper portrayal of 

gendered internal worlds. Contemporary fiction further expands the spectrum by 

presenting non-binary, queer, hybrid, and fluid gender identities through innovative 

stylistic techniques. 

The aim of this article is to analyze how gender is stylistically constructed in 

English fiction in different literary periods. It explores linguistic features, narrative 

strategies, metaphorical patterns, discourse structures, cognitive mechanisms, and 

ideological positioning to show how gender operates as a sophisticated literary 

construct rather than a simple social category. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

• Stylistics as a Discipline. 

Stylistics bridges linguistics and literary criticism, analyzing how language 

choices create meaning. It explores how ideology–especially gender ideology–is 

embedded in linguistic structures. 

• Gender Theory 

Judith Butler’s notion of gender performativity argues that gender is not innate 

but enacted. In fiction, this enactment occurs through language, action, and narrative 

positioning. 

• Feminist Stylistics 

This approach examines patriarchal power relations encoded in language. It 

analyzes how female characters are marginalized, silenced, or objectified through 

stylistic choices. 

• Queer Stylistics 

Queer stylistics investigates the linguistic construction of non-normative gender 

and sexuality, focusing on pronoun innovation, narrative fragmentation, and identity 

fluidity. 

• Cognitive Stylistics 

This framework examines how readers mentally construct gendered 

interpretations using conceptual metaphors, schemas, and inferential patterns. 

Stylistic Representation of Gender in English Fiction 



 

Gender representation in English fiction is shaped by stylistic choices that reveal 

ideological assumptions about masculinity, femininity, and fluid gender identities. 

Authors use linguistic markers, narrative voice, metaphorical structures, discourse 

organization, and character speech patterns to construct gender identities within the 

fictional world. Stylistics enables a systematic examination of how these elements 

operate together to create gendered meaning. 

Lexical Patterns and Gendered Language 

Lexical choice plays a fundamental role in shaping gender representation. 

Traditional literature often associates femininity with softness and delicacy, using 

words such as “gentle,” “tender,” “modest,” and “delicate,” while masculinity is 

linked with strength and authority (“strong,” “brave,” “dominant,” “rational”). 

Examples include: In Thomas Hardy’s works, female characters are often 

associated with floral imagery and natural beauty (“pale rose,” “fragile bloom”), 

reinforcing their connection to passivity. 

Male characters in Dickens’ novels are described with industrial metaphors 

(“iron will,” “stone-hearted”), emphasizing emotional restraint 

In contrast, contemporary fiction subverts these patterns: 

Margaret Atwood employs ironic lexical contrasts to highlight the artificiality of 

gender expectations. 

Jeanette Winterson uses gender-neutral and fluid vocabulary (“the body without 

a map,” “ungendered desire”) to challenge binaries. 

Metaphorical Systems of Gender 

Metaphor is a major stylistic tool for constructing gender. Conceptual metaphors 

shape how readers cognitively process gendered identities. 

Traditional Metaphors 

WOMAN AS NATURE: nurturing, fertile, emotional. 

MAN AS CULTURE/REASON: rational, structured, powerful. 

For instance, in Victorian novels, women are “angels of the house,” while men 

are “pillars of society.” 

Modernist Metaphors 

Modernism introduces internalized metaphors: 



 

Virginia Woolf uses metaphors of fragmentation (“shattered self,” “scattered 

thoughts”) to portray women’s psychological burden under patriarchy. 

James Joyce in Ulysses uses fluid metaphors to depict masculinity as unstable 

rather than solid. 

Contemporary Metaphors 

Contemporary writers challenge metaphors altogether: 

Winterson destabilizes metaphors by associating bodies with abstract concepts 

(“the body is a text,” “gender is a door without hinges”). 

Ali Smith uses playful, hybrid metaphors that collapse masculinity and femininity 

into interchangeable forms. 

These metaphorical innovations reflect broader cultural shifts in understanding 

gender as non-fixed. 

Narrative Strategies and Gender Construction 

Narrative Voice and Focalization 

Who speaks and whose perspective dominates the narrative has significant 

implications for gender representation. 

Male Focalization in Classical Fiction 

Classical novels often center male perspectives: 

In Jane Eyre, although Jane narrates, male authority figures frame her 

development. 

In Austen’s novels, men often hold narrative power despite the female-centered 

plots. 

Stream-of-Consciousness and Women’s Subjectivity 

Modernist writers like Woolf use interior monologue and stream-of-

consciousness to reveal women's inner worlds: 

In Mrs. Dalloway, Clarissa’s fragmented thoughts expose gendered restrictions 

on identity. 

Katherine Mansfield’s narratives highlight subtle emotional experiences typically 

marginalized in male-centered literature. 

Polyphonic and Queer Narration in Contemporary Fiction 

Contemporary authors employ multiple narrators, shifting focalization, and 



 

second-person narration: 

Winterson’s Written on the Body avoids gendered pronouns entirely, 

destabilizing the reader's assumptions. 

Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale uses restricted first-person narration to 

emphasize female oppression and resistance. 

These strategies demonstrate how narrative voice shapes gender identity. 

Character Speech, Dialogue, and Gendered Power: Dialogue is a key stylistic 

device through which gender power dynamics are enacted. 

Interruption and Dominance: Studies of conversational analysis show that male 

characters interrupt more frequently in classical fiction, reinforcing their authority. 

Example: In Hardy’s novels, male characters often control conversation topics and 

outcomes. 

Politeness and Emotional Expression: Female characters traditionally use more 

polite forms, hedges, and indirect requests, reflecting societal expectations of 

femininity. 

Contemporary Reversals 

Modern fiction reverses these norms: Female characters in Atwood’s novels use 

assertive and direct speech. Male characters in Sally Rooney’s works express 

vulnerability and emotional depth. 

These shifts illustrate evolving gender norms within discourse. 

Gender and Cognitive Stylistics 

Conceptualization of Gendered Minds Cognitive stylistics examines how readers 

construct gendered mental models. 

Classical Texts 

Readers infer female characters as “emotional” and male characters as “logical” 

due to narrative framing. 

Modernist Texts 

Internal monologues complicate gendered cognition: Woolf presents characters 

whose emotions contradict stereotypes. Joyce portrays male emotional fragility, 

undermining traditional masculinity. 

Contemporary Texts: Gender cognition becomes fluid: 



 

Pronoun shifts and ambiguous gender cues force readers to reconstruct gender 

dynamically. Experimental narratives dissolve gender expectations entirely. 

Evolution of Gender Representation Across Literary Periods 

Classical Period: Gender roles rigidly defined. 

Female characters idealized as virtuous or demonized as fallen. 

Male dominance unquestioned. 

Modernist Period: Interior consciousness exposes gendered conflicts. 

Women’s identity becomes central. 

Masculinity becomes unstable, introspective. 

Contemporary Period: Gender becomes multiple, fluid, and hybrid. 

Queer identities central to narratives. Language itself becomes a site of resistance. 

Conclusion. Gender in English fiction is a dynamic construct shaped through 

stylistic strategies. Through lexical choice, metaphor, narrative structure, dialogue 

patterns, and cognitive framing, authors create gendered meanings that both reflect and 

reshape cultural ideologies. The evolution from classical binaries to contemporary 

fluidity demonstrates literature’s power to redefine gender. 6. Evolution of Gender 

Representation Across Literary Periods 

The stylistic representation of gender in English fiction reveals the 

interconnectedness of language, ideology, and identity. Linguistic and narrative 

choices do not merely depict gender; they construct it. The movement from binary 

portrayals to fluid identities reflects broader cultural transformations. Fiction thus 

becomes a site where gender norms are challenged, negotiated, and reimagined. 
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