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The Theory of Differential Association in the Mirror of Saadi’s Gulistan
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Abstract

This study analyzes the social relationships and associations of characters in Saadi’s Gulistan through the lens of Edwin Sutherland’s
theory of differential association. The differential association theory emphasizes that social behaviors—particularly deviant ones—are
shaped through interactions and learning from companions. The aim of this research is to investigate the influence of social environments
and human relationships on the behavior of characters and to present models for social crime prevention. Using content analysis
methodology, this study examines the anecdotes in Gulistan from a criminological perspective, focusing on how social relationships affect
the characters’ behaviors. The findings indicate that positive social environments and associations guide individuals toward ethical and
socially constructive behaviors, whereas corrupt environments give rise to deviant conduct. These results underscore that Saadi’s teachings
can be effective in crime prevention and in promoting positive social relations in contemporary society. The analysis of anecdotes reveals
that Saadi, with particular sensitivity, highlights the decisive role of environment and companions in the formation of personality and
behavior.

Keywords: Differential association, Saadi’s Gulistan, social relationships, crime prevention, social environment, criminology.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study examines the impact of
poetic imagery on audience reception within
the shared narratives of Hadigat al-Haqgiga by
Sanai and Masnavi-ye Ma’navi by Rumi,
emphasizing the aesthetic, psychological, and
communicative functions of poetic images.
Central to this inquiry is the concept of the
"image" or "image" as rooted in Imagism, a
literary movement formed in early 20th-century
England, led by figures such as T. E. Hulme
and informed by Henri Bergson’s philosophy of
intuition and perception. The poets Sanai and
Rumi, although temporally and culturally
distant from Imagism, similarly demonstrate a
deep awareness of reality, selecting elements
from their environments to concretize abstract
and metaphysical concepts through poetic
depiction. These poets do not merely describe
the external world, but rather shape it
imaginatively to facilitate an emotional and
cognitive experience in the reader. Their
imagery functions not only as a means of
transmitting subjective experiences but also as
a vehicle for extending their metaphysical and
moral worldview. The study argues that
despite the surface similarities in imagery
across the two texts, the differences in their
imaginative  execution—through elements

such as dynamism, embodiment, artistic
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brilliance, optimism, and narrative vividness—
result in varying degrees of emotional and
intellectual impact on audiences (21).
Employing a descriptive-analytical
methodology, the study systematically
extracted analogous tales from both Hadigat
al-Hagiga and Masnavi-ye Ma’navi and
subjected them to comparative analysis in
terms of poetic imagery and audience effect.
The corpus selection was guided by a thematic
alignment, ensuring that the stories chosen
from both works addressed similar spiritual or
ethical motifs. The focus was then directed
toward evaluating how poetic elements such
as metaphor, personification, visual
concreteness, and symbolic depth contribute
to the sensory and affective engagement of
the reader. Each selected narrative was
deconstructed to isolate and compare the
specific  techniques used in visual
construction, tracing how the image evolves
within the structure of the narrative and how it
intersects with the moral or mystical message.
The study also paid special attention to the use
of imagination and poetic fancy (takhyil) in
shaping these images, analyzing their
epistemological and emotional weight. By
anchoring the analysis in both literary theory
and Sufi poetics, the study not only unpacks

the linguistic artistry but also explores the
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transformative  power of imagery in
communicating esoteric truths.

Findings of the research indicate that the
imagery in Sanai’s Hadigat al-Hagiqga tends to
be more static and meditative, rooted in
philosophical abstraction and doctrinal
allegory. His poetic images often function as
intellectual metaphors, inviting the reader to
reflect on metaphysical realities through
contemplative symbolism. For instance, his
use of light and darkness as representations of
divine knowledge and ignorance are
presented in stark, fixed contrasts, appealing
more to cognition than to emotion. In contrast,
Rumi’s Masnavi-ye Ma’navi demonstrates a
more dynamic, narrative-driven imagery,
infused with kinetic energy and emotional
immediacy. Rumi animates metaphors with
dramatic dialogue and movement, making his
images resonate with readers on both
emotional and spiritual levels. One exemplary
difference lies in the portrayal of divine love:
while Sanai may invoke it through serene,
luminous metaphors, Rumi stages it through
the drama of longing, separation, and ecstatic
union, turning the image into a lived, almost
theatrical experience for the reader. This
difference in affective delivery stems largely
from their respective mystical orientations—
Sanai’'s being more didactic and theological,
and Rumi's more performative and
experiential—each cultivating a distinct
readerly reception and transformation.

Further comparative insights reveal that

Rumi’s use of imagination (takhyil) serves as a

vital mechanism for moral and spiritual
persuasion, not merely ornamentation. His
poetic images often simulate real sensory
experiences, thereby inviting the reader into a
shared spiritual reality. For example, the tale
of the reed flute in the opening of the Masnavi
becomes more than a metaphor—it is a sonic
and tactile symbol of separation from the
divine, evoking pain, beauty, and yearning all
at once. Sanai, by contrast, tends to rely more
heavily on rhetorical exposition and discursive
imagery. His images are structured in such a
way that they unfold doctrinal points through
analogical reasoning rather than emotional
immersion. Consequently, while both poets
seek to communicate transcendental truths,
their routes of access—Sanai’s through the
intellect and Rumi’s through the heart—elicit
divergent audience responses. These findings
suggest that image-making is not merely a
stylistic device but a strategic communicative
act shaped by theological stance, poetic ethos,
and the intended mode of reader
transformation.

In exploring how poetic images exert
influence, the study identifies nine critical
elements that modulate their effectiveness:
objectivity, embodiment, dynamism,
imagination, optimism, communicative clarity
(rasanegqi), artistic brilliance, descriptiveness,
and aesthetic charm. Each of these variables
was operationalized in the analysis of selected
stories. For example, Rumi's imagery often
demonstrates high dynamism and

embodiment—his metaphors walk, talk, and
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change form—whereas Sanai's remain
grounded in static contemplative vision.
Additionally, Rumi’s optimism permeates his
images with hope and grace, often resolving
tales with spiritual elevation, while Sanai’'s
conclusions tend to be cautionary or
philosophical. The criterion of "rasanegi" or
communicative  clarity was  especially
important in differentiating audience impact,
with  Rumi frequently prioritizing emotional
immediacy and Sanai emphasizing didactic
closure. These differences not only
underscore the poets’ individual styles but also
illuminate broader epistemological distinctions
between mystical experience and mystical
knowledge. From a reader-response
perspective, these elements interact in
complex ways to determine how and to what
extent the audience is affected, persuaded, or
transformed by the imagery.

Ultimately, the study positions poetic imagery
as a central mechanism for moral instruction
and mystical insight in classical Persian
literature. The shared tales from Hadiqgat al-
Hagiga and Masnavi-ye Ma’navi serve as ideal
case studies for observing how similar
narrative frameworks can be infused with
distinct poetic visions. Sanai's imagery offers
stability, abstraction, and intellectual
resonance, creating a reflective distance that
invites contemplation. Rumi’s imagery, in
contrast, dissolves that distance, pulling the
reader into an emotionally charged and
spiritually  vibrant space. Through this

juxtaposition, the study contributes to a deeper

understanding of the psychology of poetic
reception, the interrelation of form and function
in mystical poetics, and the cultural continuity
of image-based didactics in Persian Sufi
tradition. The conclusions drawn here not only
enrich the field of comparative Persian poetics
but also underscore the enduring power of
poetic imagery as a transformative aesthetic

force.
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