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A Sociological Approach to Rumi's Thought on the Theory of Determinism and Free Will (With
an Emphasis on the Masnavi-ye Ma'navi)
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Abstract

Structuralist sociology is a theoretical approach aimed at understanding the systems and social structures that shape social concepts and
behaviors. This type of sociology represents an effort to utilize models and theories to explain and develop societal systems and structures,
which are designed based on modeling and patterning frameworks. A sociological study of the narratives within the Masnavi—as a
reflection of how members of society interpret and respond to various events and phenomena—can offer credible and valuable critiques
and analyses of the society contemporary to the composition of this work. By employing diverse models and diagrams, as well as critiques
and analyses based on these frameworks, and through the analytical examination of the Masnavi’s tales in light of the mentioned patterns
and models, a comprehensive understanding of societal behaviors and responses to various issues becomes possible. This sociological
investigation can aid in identifying the underlying causes behind specific behaviors and reactions, as well as their impacts on social
dynamism. Moreover, it can offer insight into the interactions among different social systems, contributing to more informed decision-
making regarding optimal management of social institutions. Among the behaviors and reactions of individuals within society—those that
significantly influence interpersonal interactions in various social contexts—is the belief in absolute determinism or complete free will in
the execution of daily life affairs. From the analysis of the six books of the Masnavi, it was concluded that this subject is complex,
controversial, and to some extent, inseparable. Rumi avoids making dogmatic or definitive statements on these matters; however, he
condemns the notion of determinism when it is misused by the indolent and ignorant, and he rejects the form of free will that leads to
excess and chaos.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The present study applies a sociological-
literary approach based on Lucien Goldmann’s
genetic structuralism to explore Rumi’s
philosophical and poetic engagement with the
complex and controversial concepts of
determinism and free will, primarily as
expressed in his magnum opus, Masnavi-ye
Ma’navi. Rooted in the tradition of structuralist
sociology, the research builds upon the
foundational work of Goldmann, who
emphasized the interplay between literary
texts and the collective consciousness of their
originating social groups. According to
Goldmann’s theoretical framework, a literary
text is a meaningful structure that reflects the
worldview of a specific social class. In this
vein, Rumi’s narratives are interpreted not as
individual philosophical musings, but as
aesthetic articulations of the collective
concerns and ideologies of his social milieu.
The study posits that Rumi, as an “exceptional
individual” within his intellectual class, was
uniquely positioned to channel the maximum
possible awareness of his group through

poetic expression (6). Thus, the Masnavi can
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be read as the literary embodiment of a
dynamic worldview that navigates and
negotiates the binaries of human agency and
divine predestination. Goldmann’s approach
allows for an understanding of how individual
experiences are embedded within, and
reflective of, broader social structures—
structures which Rumi neither accepts
uncritically nor rejects categorically, but
instead interrogates through his richly
allegorical and dialogic storytelling.
The inquiry highlights that Rumi’s position on
determinism and free will is nuanced and
dialectical. Contrary to readings that
pigeonhole him as either a fatalist or a
libertarian, Rumi’s thought transcends these
binaries. He articulates a position akin to the
theological doctrine of amr bayn al-amrayn (a
matter between two matters), which reconciles
divine will with human agency. For instance,
Rumi condemns the misuse of determinism by
the indolent who seek to shirk responsibility,
as well as the abuse of absolute free will by the
arrogant who challenge divine authority.
Through layered metaphors and allegories—

such as likening humans to chess pieces
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moved by a divine hand, or to flutes through
which divine breath produces music—Rumi
evokes a vision of existence wherein human
will operates within a divinely orchestrated
cosmic harmony. Such metaphors allow him to
affirm both human responsibility and divine
omnipotence without fully submitting to
deterministic fatalism or unbounded autonomy
(2. In
ambivalence and refusal to deliver a dogmatic

Goldmannian  terms, Rumi’s

answer reflect the dialectical tensions within
his social class, which the poet transmutes into
artistic form. This method of indirect exposition
is in line with Goldmann’s emphasis on the
‘meaningful structure” of a text, wherein
literary contradictions mirror real-world social
and ideological conflicts.

This sociological-literary reading further
reveals how beliefs in determinism or free will
have social consequences that extend beyond
metaphysical speculation into the realms of
ethics, law, and governance. According to the
study, belief in absolute determinism can
become a tool for social irresponsibility.
Individuals may use deterministic ideologies to
justify inaction, fatalism, and the refusal to
accept accountability for personal or collective
failures. Such a worldview fosters moral
passivity and can lead to systemic corruption
and social stagnation. On the other hand, a
belief in lawless free will—the idea that
individuals are completely sovereign over their
actions without regard to divine or social
order—can breed arrogance, anarchy, and

ethical relativism. Rumi, therefore, walks a

tightrope between these extremes, advocating
for a form of bounded autonomy that
acknowledges divine sovereignty while
affirming the necessity of ethical responsibility.
Goldmann’s concept of “possible
consciousness,” which refers to the highest
level of awareness attainable within a social
group, finds a powerful exemplar in Rumi’s
poetic approach to these issues (4). His literary
treatment of these themes demonstrates not
only a philosophical acumen but also a keen
awareness of their implications for the social
order of his time.

Moreover, the study situates Rumi’'s poetic
discourse within broader intellectual traditions
that grapple with the tension between divine
will and human freedom. The findings connect
Rumi’s thought to both Islamic theological
traditions—such as those of the Mu'tazilites,
Ash’arites, and Shi‘ite theologians—and
Western philosophical discourses, including
existentialism and Christian theology. For
example, parallels are drawn between Rumi’s
conception of limited human agency and the
theology of Ted Peters, who argues that divine
omnipotence does not negate human freedom
but rather enables it by granting humans the
gift of responsible decision-making (9).
Similarly, existentialist thinkers such as Irvin D.
Yalom emphasize the psychological necessity
of accepting responsibility for one’s choices, a
theme that resonates with Rumi’s assertion
that human freedom must be exercised within
ethical and spiritual constraints (12). In line

with Goldmann’s dialectical method, the study
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interprets these cross-cultural and
interreligious parallels as evidence of shared
structural concerns across diverse historical
contexts. The thematic continuity underscores
the universality of the problem and enriches
the sociological interpretation of Rumi’'s work
as part of a broader human dialogue on
freedom and determinism.

Furthermore, the research demonstrates that
Rumi’s teachings on determinism and free will
are not merely abstract theological reflections
but are embedded within the lived realities of
his time. His parables and moral tales
frequently depict characters grappling with
moral dilemmas, caught between their desires,
social obligations, and divine mandates.
These narrative structures reflect what
Goldmann refers to as “the structuring of
meaning” within a specific historical and social
context. For instance, stories involving theft,
deception, remorse, and divine punishment
dramatize the consequences of misapplying or
misunderstanding the concepts of
determinism and free will. Through these
narratives, Rumi teaches that human beings
are neither puppets nor sovereign gods but
rather moral agents whose choices are
meaningful precisely because they exist within
a divinely ordered yet socially contingent
world. This layered presentation mirrors the
structural dynamics of the society Rumi lived
in—one marked by theological plurality, moral
ambiguity, and socio-political transition.
Hence, his work becomes a narrative

laboratory where ethical ideas are tested and

social norms are interrogated. Such a
perspective aligns with Goldmann’s view that
literature is a crystallization of collective
consciousness shaped by class and history
(3).

Ultimately, the study concludes that Rumi’s
poetic engagement with the concepts of
determinism and free will offers a timeless
reflection on the human condition. His work
provides a sophisticated framework for
understanding how individuals can navigate
the tension between fate and freedom,
especially  within  societies  undergoing
structural  transformations. By applying
Goldmann’s genetic structuralism, the study
reveals how Rumi’s literary project is not only
a spiritual or philosophical enterprise but also
a sociological commentary rooted in the
dynamics of his historical moment. The
research affirms that literature, when
examined through a sociological lens, can
yield deep insights into the interplay of
ideology, culture, and social structure. Rumi
emerges not just as a mystic or poet but as a
cultural theorist in his own right—one who,
through artistic intuition and philosophical
depth, anticipates many of the debates that
continue to animate contemporary discourse
on freedom, responsibility, and social ethics.
In conclusion, Rumi’s intricate treatment of
determinism and free will, when viewed
through the lens of genetic structuralism,
reveals the extent to which literature can serve

as both a mirror and a molder of social

consciousness. His refusal to offer simplistic
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answers and his embrace of paradox reflect
not confusion but a profound recognition of the
complexity of human existence. Through his
poetic narratives, Rumi creates a space for
contemplation,  dialogue, and ethical
deliberation—a space where the individual is
neither crushed by divine decree nor lost in the
illusion of total autonomy. By bridging the
realms of theology, psychology, and sociology,
his work continues to resonate with
contemporary concerns about agency,
responsibility, and the meaning of human

freedom in an interconnected world.
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