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The concept of “the people” carries multiple connotations in Persian political advice
texts (siyasat-namas). According to one interpretation, and within the framework of the
shepherd—flock model of ruler—subject relations, the people cannot be regarded as
possessing an autonomous or distinct status. Under this model, the people, conceived
as “the common masses like cattle” and as “flocks under the care of shepherds,”
possess no rights vis-a-vis the “shepherd” (1a‘7). Consequently, kingship and the
position of the ruler assume an absolute character within this conceptual framework.
According to another interpretation, however, it may be possible to speak of the status
and standing of the people in political advice literature. The central argument of the
present article is based on the premise that, contrary to the shepherd—flock model, the
concept of the people as rights-bearing subjects is embedded within certain texts, and
the present study seeks to trace some of these marginalized or suppressed meanings.
From this perspective, the assumption that kingship constitutes an absolute institution
capable of acquiring identity independently of the people is regarded as conceptually
untenable. The present study demonstrates that, contrary to the shepherd—flock theory,
rulers were understood to bear responsibilities toward the people and were advised to
provide employment opportunities, establish justice, and secure the satisfaction of
individual members of society. Indeed, widespread “unemployment” among the people
could be regarded as a factor capable of precipitating the downfall of political rule.
Keywords: woman, political advice literature, justice, employment and
unemployment, people.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The tradition of Persian political advice literature (siyasat-nama and andarz-nama) constitutes one
of the most enduring genres of Iranian political thought, with intellectual and literary roots extending from
the Sasanian period into the Islamic era. Sasanian writings such as the Khwaday-namag, Andarz-namag,
royal covenants, and administrative and ethical manuals established important foundations for the later
development of Islamic Persian advice literature, while the translation of Pahlavi materials into Arabic,
particularly through the activities of translators such as Ibn al-Mugaffa“, facilitated the transmission of
Sasanian political concepts into the intellectual environment of the Islamic centuries (Christensen, Y3 ¢¢,
p. ©%). Advice literature was principally concerned with the arts of rulership, ethical conduct,
administrative prudence, and the preservation of political order, although its authors differed considerably
in their degree of direct governmental experience (Watt, Y41¥, p. AY). Within this tradition, the
relationship between ruler and subjects was frequently expressed through the metaphor of the shepherd
and the flock; Najm al-Din Razi, for example, explicitly compared the king to a shepherd and the subjects
to a flock that the shepherd was obliged to protect from danger (Razi, Y+« ¢, p. ¢YA). Such formulations
have encouraged interpretations that regard the ruler as an absolute authority and the people as politically
passive subjects. Previous scholarship has consequently examined the discourse of the ruler and subjects
through concepts such as the ruler’s absolute ownership of political authority and the denial of a
meaningful right of protest to the governed (Dalir, ¥+ )¢, pp. YY-Y®). Other studies have concentrated on
the historical formation and methodological foundations of Persian advice literature rather than on the
semantic and political status of “the people” themselves (Elahyari, Y+« Y, pp. Y Yo £Y; Mogaddam, Y+ )¢,
pp. Yo—¢¢£), Against this interpretive background, the present study reconsiders the semantic field
of “the people” and “subjects” by tracing meanings that have remained obscured beneath the conventional
shepherd—flock paradigm and by asking whether Persian advice literature may contain an implicit
conception of the people as possessing claims upon rulers rather than merely existing as objects of royal
administration.

The study adopts a historical and interpretive reading of major Sasanian and Islamic political
advice texts and seeks to reconstruct the concept of the people by examining the prescriptions addressed
to rulers concerning their conduct toward different social groups. The importance of advice literature was
already pronounced in the Sasanian period, when numerous texts containing moral injunctions and
proverbial wisdom were attributed to historical or legendary figures (Christensen, Y4¢¢, p. eV), and
admonitory expressions were reportedly reproduced even on garments, carpets, and tablecloths, indicating
the broad cultural significance attached to this mode of ethical-political instruction (Mohammadi
Malayeri, Y34e, p. Y1+). Among the most significant texts is the Covenant of Ardashir, traditionally
attributed to Ardashir I and concerned directly with principles of rulership and the relationship between
monarch and subjects (Tafazzoli, Y33V, pp. YY¢, YYV). The survival and transmission of such materials
into the Islamic period, including accounts of several works known as Siyar Muluk al-Furs, further
demonstrates the continuity of Iranian political-advice traditions (Hamzeh Esfahani, Y3AA p. V). A closer
reading of these writings challenges the assumption that the king, as the possessor of divine glory,
necessarily functioned as a politically flawless and unaccountable ideal type. Ghazali’s elaboration of
royal virtues, for example, associates legitimate kingship with qualities such as wisdom, knowledge,
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intelligence, courage, protection of the weak from the strong, and knowledge of the conduct of previous
rulers (Ghazali, Y3VY, pp. YYV=)YA). More significantly, the Covenant of Ardashir advises rulers to
appoint observers over themselves so that shortcomings in their behavior can be reported and corrected,
particularly because royal conduct remains subject to public judgment (Ahd-e Ardashir, n.d., p. AY). Such
advice presupposes both the possibility of royal error and the political relevance of popular approval. The
ruler therefore acquires meaning not in isolation from society but through a reciprocal relationship in
which the perceptions, welfare, and responses of the governed become indispensable elements of effective
kingship.

One of the clearest indications of this implicit responsibility toward the people concerns
employment, useful activity, and the political consequences of unemployment. Sasanian and Islamic
advice literature repeatedly presents productive occupation not merely as an individual moral virtue but
as an essential condition for the stability of the polity. The Andarz-e Khosrow Qobadan, for instance,
emphasizes the ruler’s responsibility to attend continuously to the affairs of the population and identifies
truthfulness and rectitude among the fundamental principles of appropriate royal conduct (Andarz-e
Khosrow Qobadan, Y4V, pp. YA-Y+). Nasir al-Din Tusi similarly advises rulers never to suspend
reflection on the management of public affairs, arguing that prudent political thought may protect the
kingdom more effectively than enormous military forces (Tusi, YaVY, p. ¥+3). Most strikingly, the
Covenant of Ardashir directly connects political disintegration with the failure to provide people with
useful occupations, arguing that leaving the population idle produces hostility and conflict and may
ultimately contribute to the destruction of government (Ahd-e Ardashir, n.d., pp. Y°—Y1). The text later
formulates the relationship in even stronger terms: the idleness of the king ruins government, whereas the
idleness of the people ruins the country (Ahd-e Ardashir, n.d., p. 2%). Nizam al-Mulk develops a
comparable concern in relation to military personnel. Opposing proposals to drastically reduce the
standing army during periods of peace, he argues that discharged and unemployed soldiers could become
a source of political disorder, organize themselves under new leadership, and eventually threaten the
monarchy (Nizam al-Mulk Tusi, Y+«+¢, pp. YYY-YY¢), The Letter of Tansar likewise rejects both
complete fatalism and unrestricted voluntarism, presenting human action and destiny in a dialectical
relationship and emphasizing the importance of purposeful activity (Namah-ye Tansar, n.d., p. 1¢).
Consequently, the ruler cannot be conceptually separated from the people’s economic and social
condition: maintaining opportunities for productive activity becomes a responsibility of government
because widespread unemployment is represented as a direct threat to social order and political survival.

Justice constitutes another major dimension through which Persian political advice literature
defines the relationship between ruler and people, although its historical meaning should not be equated
automatically with modern theories of distributive justice. The concept must instead be interpreted within
the political and social horizons of the periods in which these texts were produced, an approach consistent
with the hermeneutic importance of historically differentiated horizons of understanding (Makkreel, ¥+ + 4,
p. °¥1). In the Sasanian framework represented by the Covenant of Ardashir, justice included
maintaining the stability of four principal social classes—warriors, religious authorities, scribes, and
agriculturalists and artisans—and preventing movement between these inherited categories (Ahd-e
Ardashir, n.d., pp. YA-Y4). Elements of this fourfold conception survived in later Islamic ethical writings,
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including Davani’s Akhlag-e Jalali, which reproduces important aspects of Nasir al-Din Tusi’s discussion
of political ethics and royal virtues (Davani, Y4+, pp. Y11-YV): Tusi, YaVVY, pp. ¥+ )Y+ 2). Nevertheless,
Islamic-period political experience weakened the rigid social stratification characteristic of the Sasanian
model. More enduring across both periods was the identification of justice with the ruler’s avoidance of
oppression and benevolent treatment of subjects. The Letter of Tansar contrasts the tradition of justice
with that of oppression and warns that prolonged exposure to injustice may render people incapable of
recognizing either the harm of tyranny or the benefits of justice (Namah-ye Tansar, n.d., p. ©°). Ardashir
similarly presents kindness and forgiveness toward subjects as the preferable alternative to harshness and
oppression and associates the happiness of rulers with affection for their people (Ahd-e Ardashir, n.d., pp.
VY, MY—AY). This conception becomes especially explicit in Nizam al-Mulk, who invokes the well-known
proposition that government may endure unbelief but cannot endure injustice and requires the ruler
personally to hear public complaints twice each week (Nizam al-Mulk Tusi, Y+« ¢, pp. e, YA). Ghazali
also distinguishes the ruler’s obligations toward God from his obligations toward subjects and grounds
the latter relationship in justice (Ghazali, Y4VY, p. Y £), thereby establishing justice as a practical condition
of political legitimacy and continuity.

The political significance of ordinary people appears equally clearly in narrative advice literature,
although the category of “the people” remained profoundly unequal and gendered. Texts such as Fara’id
al-Soluk, Kalila wa-Dimna, Marzban-nama, and Sindbad-nama transmit political criticism through
animal allegories, stories, and exemplary narratives, thereby enabling reflections on royal conduct,
accessibility, punishment, appointment to office, and justice. In Fara 'id al-Soluk, the ruler is warned that
refusing subjects access because of personal discomfort or illness can disrupt public affairs, produce
disorder, and ultimately contribute to the decline of kingship (Fara’id al-Soluk, Y 4A4, p. Y)4); elsewhere,
the stability of the kingdom is associated with comprehensive justice, sound judgment, prudence, and
effective authority (Fara’id al-Soluk, Y4A%, pp. ¥+3-Y)+). Marzban-nama similarly recommends the
appointment of governors characterized by sound judgment, benevolence, justice, moderation, and
concern for the subjects (Varavini, Y+ +A, pp. 11-1V). Yet the apparent centrality of the people did not
encompass all social groups equally. Women, children, and sometimes young men were repeatedly
excluded from legitimate participation in political consultation. The Letter of Tansar condemns female
dominance over men (Namah-ye Tansar, n.d., p. +), while the Pahlavi advice attributed to Adurbad
Mahraspandan warns against entrusting secrets to women (Andarz-nama-haye Pahlavi, YA44, pp. Y-V).
Comparable injunctions recur in later Islamic works: Nizam al-Mulk advises rulers not to consult women
and children and opposes their intervention in major military and administrative affairs (Nizam al-Mulk
Tusi, Y+« £ pp. YEY-Y£Y, YVY) while Ghazali likewise portrays reliance on women’s political counsel
as harmful (Ghazali, YaVY, pp. YAY-YAY), Kalila wa-Dimna and Sindbad-nama reproduce negative
stereotypes concerning women, including representations of female cunning and unreliability (Nasrallah
Monshi, Y+ Y, pp. 4¢-30 Y.A; Zahiri Samargandi, Y+ Y, pp. AY, 4¢, Yee YAY), These contradictions
reveal that the implicit political recognition of “the people” in advice literature was neither universal nor
egalitarian but was structured by historically specific hierarchies of gender, age, status, and political
competence.

In conclusion, reconsidering Persian political advice literature beyond the literal shepherd—flock
paradigm reveals a more complex conception of the relationship between ruler and people than the image
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of passive subjects governed by an unrestricted sovereign initially suggests. The centrality of the king in
these writings does not necessarily imply the insignificance of the governed; rather, the king occupies the
center precisely because reforming his conduct is expected to affect ministers, governors, military
officials, administrators, and ultimately the wider population. From this perspective, sovereignty is
relational rather than entirely self-sufficient: the ideal ruler acquires political meaning through the manner
in which he responds to the population, provides opportunities for useful work, prevents unemployment
and social disorder, administers justice, restrains officials, receives grievances, appoints competent
individuals, avoids excessive punishment, and seeks public acceptance. The repeated warning that
unemployment, injustice, administrative misconduct, and popular hostility can undermine or destroy a
kingdom indicates that the people possess a form of political significance that cannot be adequately
explained through the language of absolute royal ownership. Narrative advice texts deepen this
interpretation by allowing criticism and politically sensitive counsel to be articulated indirectly through
allegorical speakers, thereby creating textual spaces in which subordinate voices can admonish rulers. At
the same time, this reconstructed conception of the people should not be confused with a modern theory
of citizenship, equal individual rights, or democratic sovereignty. The population envisioned by these
writings remains socially differentiated, and women and children in particular are frequently excluded
from legitimate political agency. Nevertheless, beneath the hierarchical vocabulary of ruler and subject
lies an important conception of reciprocal political obligation: the survival, legitimacy, and effectiveness
of government depend upon the ruler’s treatment of the governed, while the ruler’s authority becomes
intelligible only within an enduring relationship with the people.
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