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1. Introduction

The consolidation of sociology in Iran and the resolution of its long-standing social challenges will
be achieved through an understanding of the Iranian social world and its constitutive elements—
an understanding that must be formed outside an Orientalist framework. To grasp this social world,
as noted, it is imperative to refer to Iran's history and culture, which manifest in the relations among
individuals, groups, classes, and institutions. But how are these historical relations to be
understood? Every sociologist has had a starting point for discovering their own social world; for
instance, Weber saw the temporal crystallization of the European rational model as coinciding with
the formation of Protestantism. In Iran, to what historical period should we turn to identify the
foundations of its social world?

Historical and social researchers identify two crucial periods as times of confluence and
transformation in the Iranian social world following the encounter with Islam and the formation of
the Islamic-Iranian tradition. The first is the Mongol invasion of Iran in the 7th Hijri century (13th
century CE), which Ibn al-Athir describes as the destruction of civilization in Iran: "From the time
of Adam's creation until now, no calamity of this magnitude has befallen the world... Not even the
enemies of Islam had committed such atrocities.” The second period is Iran's encounter with the
modern West during the Qajar era, encompassing Western military incursions, the events of the
Constitutional Revolution, and the scientific imitation of the West. This subject has been addressed
by numerous thinkers, such as Kachooyan in Modernity Studies and Western Studies, Davari
Ardakani in On the West, Firahi in Jurisprudence and Politics in the Contemporary Period and The
Concept of Law in Contemporary Iran, and is also attested to by the lived experience of Iranians.
Therefore, we are compelled to refer to a time prior to these fundamental cultural shifts in Iran.
Our choice in this article is Saadi's Golestan. Soon after its composition and its reception by both
the general populace and the elite, Golestan became, for centuries thereafter until recent times, an
educational text for all Iranians—commoners and nobility alike—in schools (maktab-khaneh) and
in urban and rural gatherings, with its status, albeit with some fluctuations, being broadly
comparable to sacred texts. Willem Floor, a researcher of Qajar-era culture, reports that due to its
rhythmic prose and moral teachings, Saadi's Golestan was one of the first texts Iranian children
would study after learning the Quran and the alphabet in school.

Social ethics is a crucial facet of the social world, examining moral virtues and vices, and how to
cultivate the human self towards virtue in relation to other members of society. The goal of social
ethics is to nurture individuals who can achieve perfection and happiness in harmony and relation
with others. Among various cultures, Saadi has articulated a form of social ethics that has gained
widespread acceptance. The passage of centuries and cultural changes in Iran have not shaken
Saadi's standing among Iranians. Saadi has attracted the greatest thinkers from the East and West—
from Goethe in Germany to Hugo and Donoy in France—and it is evident what profound
differences exist among them and their cultures. Possessing a model that serves as a common
language for different societies worldwide and can create a transcultural possibility for connection
and agreement in today's world is an issue that could potentially prevent the major wars and
conflicts of our contemporary era.

2. Methodology

Given that this research necessitates a deep re-reading of Saadi's texts, his social context, and the
mystical tradition to which he belonged, the most appropriate method for formulating a social
ethics while considering these axes is Grounded Theory. Grounded Theory, as a method, enables
the collection of data from diverse sources and at various levels. This method, in conceptualizing
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the examined empirical evidence and data, provides the possibility to identify, expand, and develop
relationships among concepts at lower levels of abstraction to arrive at formulations with higher
levels of abstraction

3. Findings

Persian mystical literature is replete with exhortations to service. Sanai, in Hadigat al-Hagiqa,
refers to service as part of the "heart's religious law" (shariat-e del). Attar, in Tazkirat al-Awliya,
repeatedly narrates stories of saints who forsook individual worship to assist the needy, considering
this superior to any act of remembrance. These texts formed an ethical model in which service to
others is a condition for the sincerity of those who claim to be on the spiritual path.

Service to People emerges as the most frequent social category employed in Saadi's Golestan,
appearing forty times. Saadi should be considered one of the greatest architects of the "Ethic of
Service" in Persian literature.

Service to People as the Determinant of Social and Ethical Boundaries: Within any social thought
and ethics, there exists a central pillar—a backbone—that defines and delimits the status of all
other matters. The themes extracted from the Golestan indicate that service to people holds this
pivotal position, acting as a constraint upon other ethical and social injunctions. In essence, it can
be said that service to people defines the boundaries of ethical rules in Saadi's thought and holds
hierarchical precedence over them.

For example,in the twelfth anecdote from the seventh chapter, Saadi narrates the story of a Hajji
(pilgrim) who verbally harms people. Saadi defines a true Hajji as one who, like a camel, carries
the burdens of people on this journey and serves them, not merely one who performs the rituals of
pilgrimage. This is a metaphor highlighting the importance of service to people as a condition for
the acceptance of religious law (Shari‘ah).

Furthermore,Saadi's most significant statement on this matter is found in his Bustan, and it is
pertinent to cite it here. In the ninth section of the first chapter, Saadi states that worship (or, in
some versions, the spiritual path) is nothing other than service to people. In this couplet, utilizing
mystical language, Saadi critiques formalistic worship in contrast to beneficial social action. He
views service not merely as equal to worship, but as its very essence. This perspective is rooted in
the Sufi tradition, which considers the abandonment of service a sign of deficiency in one's spiritual
path.

Cultivating and Strengthening the Culture of Chivalry (Javanmardi) through Service to People: In
his most famous verses (the tenth anecdote of the first chapter of the Golestan), Saadi defines
humanity as attentiveness to the suffering of others—being, in a sense, in the service of people:
"Human beings are members of a whole, / In creation from one essence and soul"

These verses are not merely a poetic simile but a comprehensive ethical philosophy: humans are
like organs of one body; the pain of one part necessitates the response of the whole. In this view,
service to another is not merely an ethical choice but an existential necessity for humanity.
Horizontal, Non-Exploitative Relations in Service as a Path to Social Cohesion: In the Islamic-
Iranian tradition, service to people fosters social cohesion. This is a service characterized not by a
top-down relationship, but by a horizontal one, where the one bestowing honor may even consider
themselves lower than the one in need of service. For instance, Saadi considers the absence of
condescension (mannat) a condition for true service, explicitly stating in the second anecdote of
the eighth chapter: "Give, and do not attach obligation."

Service to People as a Duty for All Strata, Especially the Powerful, to Achieve Social Justice: The
Golestan is replete with anecdotes praising service to others, whether performed by a king or a
pauper. This indicates that service to people is not the duty of a specific group in society. On one
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hand, as mentioned earlier, he praises the impoverished ascetic for serving others, considering such
service essential to the preservation of his asceticism. On the other hand, in a far greater number
of anecdotes, he calls upon those with political and economic power to serve the people. In his
evaluation of rulers, Saadi considers service to people a condition for the survival of both society
and governance. Service to people is thus also perceived as a political ethic. In the sixth anecdote
from the first chapter, he attributes Faridun's victory over Zahhak to Faridun's service to the people,
in contrast to Zahhak's tyranny against them.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Service to people holds a foundational position in the tradition of Islamic-lranian mysticism,
particularly in the works of Saadi, with profound and enduring functions in both spiritual/ethical
and social/political dimensions. Relying on teachings such as "People are the family of God" and
emphasizing the existential connection among humans, this tradition regards service to others not
as an optional choice but as an inherent, sacred commitment. In the Golestan, Saadi brought this
teaching from elite circles to the public level, transforming it into a social norm that, for centuries,
has been embodied in institutions such as waqf (endowments), khangah (Sufi lodges), and
charitable houses.

In today's world and within neoliberal culture, the ultimate goal of service to others is often one's
own benefit. In contrast, in Saadi's thought, the ultimate purpose of service to people is divine
proximity and pleasure. This is because Saadi considers the very essence of worship to be service
to people: "Worship is nothing but service to people; it is not rosary beads, prayer rug, and ascetic
robe." Thus, service to people acquires a theological foundation, guaranteed by correct intention
(niyyah), since in Islamic thought, worship without correct intention is invalid and may even be
considered a sin.

Consequently, in Saadi's logic, service is the very essence of religiosity and devotion (‘ubudiyyah),
not a tool for personal advancement or ethical branding. This view stands in fundamental contrast
to neoliberal premises, which demand that every action be justified from the perspective of
individual cost-benefit analysis.
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Wealth inequality has been
-{ rising at different speeds
after a historical decline.
The bottom 50% has always
been extremely low.
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