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Abstract

This study examines the narrative and ethical dynamics of the fifth
anecdote in the seventh chapter of Saadi’s Gulestan, focusing on the
story of the profligate pious son. Employing a narrative-semiotic
analysis based on Greimas’s semiotic square, the research reveals a
shift from moral realism to humanistic idealism. The tale initially
presents as a cautionary moral lesson within Persian didactic
literature, condemning the son’s extravagance. However, a deeper
analysis uncovers a subversive counter-discourse where the son’s
values generosity, temporal awareness, and rational reflection
challenge the narrator’s prescriptive morality. The narrator’s authority,
marked by judgment and eventual silence, is undermined by the son’s
articulate defense, which repositions him as a proponent of relational
ethics. This dual-layered narrative a surface moral tale and a meta-
commentary on ethical storytelling invites readers to question rigid
didacticism and embrace ethical complexity. The son’s humanistic
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idealism, rooted in social responsibility and existential authenticity,
contrasts with the narrator’s focus on austerity and prudence. Saadi’s
narrative brilliance lies in orchestrating this tension, creating a
“narrative against the narrative” that fulfills yet subverts the moral
tale’s conventions. This study highlights how Saadi transforms
didactic literature into a dialogic, inclusive form, ensuring the
Gulestan’s enduring relevance in addressing evolving moral and
philosophical questions.

Keywords: saadi, gulestan, narrative analysis, semiotic square, moral
realism

1. Introduction

Persian didactic literature aims to cultivate virtue and guide ethical
conduct through illustrative anecdotes. Saadi’s Gulestan, a pinnacle of
this tradition, combines rhetorical elegance with moral instruction.
This study analyzes the fifth anecdote of the seventh chapter, the story
of the profligate pious son, to explore how Saadi subverts
conventional moral realism, proposing a humanistic idealism that
prioritizes relational ethics. Unlike typical moral tales, this narrative
challenges the narrator’s authority, fostering a dialogue between
dominant and subversive ethical discourses.

Research Question(s)

How does the narrative structure of the anecdote subvert traditional
didacticism?

What mechanisms shift the ethical discourse from the narrator’s
dominant moral voice to the son’s humanistic idealism?

2. Literature Review

Previous studies, such as Abdollahi (2008), explored narrative
techniques in Gulestan, identifying Saadi’s strategic use of narrators.
Hakim-Azar et al. (2017) analyzed the first chapter’s narratological
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approach, highlighting Saadi’s use of narrative for didactic purposes.
Partovirad and Gorji (2015) examined ideological techniques in the
“Pugilist Youth” story, a similar narrative. Zirak (2017) distinguished
Gulestan’s narrative and wisdom sections, noting Saadi’s use of
narrative to concretize abstract concepts. Va’ez Zadeh et al. (2017)
identified structural patterns in ethical anecdotes, while Tayefi and
Akbari (2014) analyzed moral concepts in allegorical tales. However,
these studies overlook the subversive dominance of the antihero’s
discourse, which this research addresses through the lens of the
profligate son’s narrative.

3. Methodology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical approach, using Greimas’s
semiotic square to map the narrative’s oppositional dynamics. The
semiotic square analyzes the tension between the narrator’s moral
voice (austerity, prudence) and the son’s counter-discourse
(generosity, presence). By identifying relational oppositions and
narrative voids, the method reveals how Saadi constructs a layered
ethical framework, shifting from moral realism to humanistic
idealism.

4. Results

The narrative unfolds in three distinct rhetorical phases: the narrator’s
initial moral admonition, a pivotal silence in response to the son’s
defense, and a final veiled reproach. Initially, the narrator, adopting an
omniscient perspective, condemns the son’s extravagance with terms
like “,528 5 38" (debauchery) and “s_” (profligacy), establishing a
moral framework rooted in austerity and prudence. This aligns with
the didactic tradition, framing the son as a cautionary figure whose
squandering of inherited wealth leads to ruin. The narrator’s
admonitions, such as “CS Jiual z )& Gt Glis 27 (when there is no
income, spend more cautiously), emphasize practical wisdom and
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warn of future hardship, reinforcing a moral realism that prioritizes
foresight and restraint.

However, the son’s response disrupts this framework. His articulate
defense reframes his actions as ethically grounded, emphasizing
values like “cd oliie)” (seizing the moment), “<5 <" (chivalry), and
“aS 5au” (generosity). He argues, * (aric Jal Chisa Gy o33 43 Jale Caal
Gl 233 A (gl A 527 (ruining present comfort with anxiety over
future hardship is against the wisdom of the wise), positioning his
lifestyle as a conscious choice rooted in existential authenticity and
social responsibility. This counter-discourse, rich with cultural
resonance, challenges the narrator’s prescriptive morality, presenting a
humanistic idealism that wvalues presence and altruism over
accumulation and caution.

The narrator’s silence following the son’s defense marks a critical
narrative void. Described as “axla_Su Cualias 355 5pa S Caalia S 37 (1
abandoned admonition and turned away from his company), this
silence is not philosophical restraint but a rhetorical defeat, signaling
the narrator’s inability to counter the son’s compelling arguments.
This shift repositions the son as an antihero, whose moral authority
grows through his alignment with relational ethics. The final reproach,
where the narrator observes the son’s poverty (“4xdl 5 Oa 53 o padio jbo )b
A gail e 4e8l”) - attempts to reclaim moral superiority but fails to
resonate emotionally, as the reader’s sympathy aligns with the son’s
values.

The semiotic square analysis reveals this ethical shift through
oppositional dynamics:

Moral Framework Narrator’s Voice Antihero’s Voice
Core Value Austerity, Prudence Generosity, Presence
Outcome Judgment Relational Ethics
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Saadi’s dual-layered narrative a surface moral tale and a subversive
meta-commentary creates a ‘“narrative against the narrative.” The
son’s humanistic idealism, rooted in social and existential values,
resonates emotionally, challenging the narrator’s moral realism. This
structure transforms Gulestan into a dialogic text, inviting reflection
on ethical complexity and ensuring its timeless relevance.
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