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Abstract

Saadi’s Gulistan is one of the most prominent literary and ethical texts of the
Persian language. The aim of this paper is to examine the reflection of normative
ethical theories embedded in the tales of the first chapter of the Gulistan. Unlike
previous studies that have primarily focused on moral teachings and individual
virtues in Saadi’s works, this study adopts a philosophical perspective to highlight
the intersection between literature and moral philosophy, seeking to determine
which ethical theory Saadi’s moral advice most closely aligns with. This research
is applied in nature and employs both quantitative and qualitative methods for
content analysis and classification of the tales. All 41 tales of the chapter were
first analyzed according to the frameworks of virtue ethics, consequentialism,
and deontology, and were categorized in a comparative table. Subsequently, tales
directly related to conflicts between ethical theories were analyzed in detail to
identify the value-based and philosophical foundations of the characters’ actions.
Guiding questions for each theory provided the criteria for analysis and reasoning
regarding consequences, duties, and virtues. The findings indicate that these
tales are primarily divided between consequentialism (24 tales) and virtue ethics
(18 tales), while 6 tales emphasize deontological reasoning and 7 reflect a
combination of ethical theories. The analysis of selected tales in terms of the
conflicts and overlaps of moral theories demonstrates that Saadi, in social and
political contexts, mainly tends to emphasize the consequences of actions,
whereas in matters of personal virtue and moral cultivation, he privileges virtue
ethics over consequentialism.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Saadi’'s Gulistan encompasses a world of
moral advice expressed through brief and
allegorical narratives. Most previous
writings and studies on Saadi have focused
on his ethical teachings—such as
contentment, generosity, patience, and
justice—without examining the
philosophical foundations underlying
these moral principles. The present paper
seeks to explore the reflection of
normative ethical theories implicit in
these teachings and to identify the
dominant moral perspectives in Saadi's
narratives. For this purpose, each story in
the first chapter of the Gulistan has been
examined in detail. A statistical analysis of
these stories reveals the prevalence of
particular ethical theories within this
section of the work. Some stories,
however, are of special significance
because they explicitly highlight the
tension or overlap between these moral
theories, which makes them especially
relevant to the field of moral philosophy.
Therefore, after a general analysis of all
the stories, these key examples have been
discussed in greater depth. This approach,
which applies contemporary moral
philosophy to one of the most important
works of Persian literature, enables a
dialogue between the Persian ethical
tradition and modern moral philosophy,
allowing for a reinterpretation of the
ethical capacities of classical Persian texts
in the light of current theoretical
perspectives.

2. Purpose, Literature

Review, and Method
This study is applied in nature and
employs both quantitative and qualitative
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methods for the collection, classification,
and content analysis of the stories. All
forty-one stories in the first chapter of the
Gulistan were examined according to the
criteria of virtue ethics, consequentialism,
and deontology, and then categorized in a
comparative table. Stories that directly
addressed the conflict or overlap between
these ethical theories were analyzed in
detail to identify the moral and
philosophical  foundations  of the
characters’ actions. The evaluation of each
story was based on three main criteria: (1)
focus on the outcome or consequence of
the act, (2) emphasis on virtue or the
agent’s moral character, and (3) adherence
to a moral rule or duty. In subsequent
stages, those stories exhibiting a clear
conflict or synthesis of theories were
analyzed more closely. The theoretical
framework draws on major sources in
modern moral philosophy—including the
views of Kant, Bentham, and Mill, as well as
virtue ethics—and also considers Persian
scholarship on Saadi’s thought. The first
chapter was selected because of its
political and social nature, which allows
for the examination of complex moral
situations. The general aim of this
research is to identify the moral structure
of Saadi’s narratives in the light of
normative ethical theories and to highlight
their ~ philosophical = relevance  to
contemporary discussions of moral
reasoning.

3. Discussion

The analysis indicates that two main
tendencies—virtue ethics and
consequentialism—dominate the stories of
the first chapter of the Gulistan.
Depending on the context, Saadi applies
either of these approaches or a
combination of both. Of the forty-one
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stories, twenty-four reflect
consequentialist reasoning, eighteen are
based on virtue ethics, and six are founded
on deontological principles; seven stories,
however, display a synthesis of multiple
theories.

In the first story, a king orders the
execution of a captive, but a wise minister
saves the man’s life by telling a “beneficial
lie.” By preferring a “profitable falsehood”
over a “harmful truth,” the story clearly
embodies consequentialist ethics, where
moral value depends on the outcome of an
act. In the fourth story, the minister
argues that a young thief can be morally
reformed, but the king insists on
execution; the conflict between virtue
ethics and consequentialism here resolves
in favor of social utility. In the eighteenth
story, a king distributes his wealth among
the people, representing a virtue-based
perspective, whereas his cautious minister
argues from a consequentialist standpoint,
emphasizing future implications. Saadi
sides with virtue in this case, valuing
benevolence and moral intention over
pragmatic calculation.

In the nineteenth story, King
Anushirvan commands that salt be
purchased at its fair price so that greater
injustices may be prevented. This story
combines deontology and
consequentialism: while his reasoning
concerns the consequences of injustice,
the act itself stems from a sense of moral
duty grounded in justice. In the twenty-
second story, a king’'s pardon of an
innocent boy exemplifies the primacy of
the intrinsic value of human life over
utilitarian considerations. Additionally,
stories such as the thirty-first and thirty-
sixth reflect opposing views: in the former,
Bozorgmehr remains silent before the king
to save his life (consequentialism),

Volume 3. Issue 2. Autumn & Winter 2025-26. Pages 73 to 94.

whereas in the latter, a contented brother
values freedom and dignity above material
comfort (virtue ethics).

From these analyses, it becomes clear
that Saadi alternates between these
ethical frameworks depending on the
moral context. The predominance of
consequentialism in this chapter can be
attributed to its thematic focus on
kingship and governance, which naturally
emphasizes moral reasoning in relation to
power and public interest. Consequently,
Saadi stresses prudence and outcomes in
political and social matters, while
emphasizing virtue and self-cultivation in
personal ethics.

4. Conclusion

The analysis of the first chapter of Saadi’s
Gulistan reveals that this collection is not
merely a source of moral advice but also a
reflection of normative ethical theories.
The findings indicate that the majority of
the stories align with consequentialism
and virtue ethics, while a few integrate
multiple ethical perspectives. In terms of
frequency, consequentialism appears
most dominant, followed by virtue ethics
and, lastly, deontology. Saadi’s narratives,
while emphasizing individual virtue and
moral education, also attend to the
practical consequences of actions and the
demands of social prudence—
demonstrating a balance between intrinsic
virtue and the results of behavior. This is
particularly evident given that the first
chapter centers on royal conduct,
governance, and the moral dilemmas of
power. The novelty of this study lies in its
philosophical analysis and systematic
classification of Saadi’s stories through the
lens of normative ethical theories. Overall,
the research shows that Saadi’s Gulistan is
not only a masterpiece of Persian
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literature but also a valuable example of social life, offering fertile ground for
the practical application of moral interdisciplinary studies in literature and
philosophy within literary discourse and ethics.
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