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Abstract

Criminal behaviors have long posed challenges to societies, and criminology emphasizes the role of the social environment, particularly
friends and peers. This study aimed to examine the approach of the Gulistan of Saadi to the role of friends and peers in the commission of
crime, with the goal of offering preventive strategies through comparison with contemporary theories. The research employed a qualitative,
descriptive-analytical method using textual content analysis of the Gulistan of Saadi and NVivo software. The statistical population
consisted of 12 related anecdotes from the Gulistan, purposefully selected. The findings showed that 58% of the anecdotes addressed the
negative influence of peers, 33% referred to preventive strategies such as family upbringing, and 8% focused exclusively on the role of
education. Saadi, by emphasizing the notion of the “bad companion,” described gradual deviation, which aligns with Differential
Association Theory by Edwin Sutherland and Observational Learning Theory by Albert Bandura, although he paid less attention to
structural factors. The conclusion indicates that the Gulistan of Saadi is a valuable criminological source that, when integrated with modern
approaches, can be applied in educational policymaking and crime prevention, particularly in virtual environments. This study contributes
to the enrichment of interdisciplinary knowledge and highlights the necessity of future research using field data.

Keywords: Gulistan of Saadi, criminology, peers, differential association, crime prevention, family upbringing, qualitative content
analysis
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Criminal behaviors have long posed significant
challenges to human societies, and
criminology as a scientific field emphasizes the
multifaceted  causes, correlates, and
consequences of crime, particularly the role of
social environments and peer relations.
Friends and peers, as a key component of the
social milieu, can either propel individuals
toward delinquency or function as protective
buffers against it. In modern societies, the

expansion of virtual networks and social media
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has further complicated these dynamics, as
peer influence increasingly manifests in online
educational and recreational spaces (1). In
Iran, for example, the rise in cyber-related
offenses such as online harassment and
digital theft underscores the growing relevance
of peer contexts (2). Within the canon of
classical Persian literature, the Gulistan by
Sa'di serves as a mirror of social behaviors
and norms, indirectly addressing the effects of

peer environments on moral conduct. Sa'di

repeatedly highlights the figure of the “bad



VFeF Jbo (o 0 lods (Pauw 098 ¢ ow il Oledl § b ) dusmis™ 4 i3

companion” as a catalyst for moral deviation
and crime. In one anecdote from the first
chapter, he narrates how youths fall into theft
through the influence of their companions (3).
This indicates that Sa'di recognized the
criminogenic potential of social environments
long before modern theorists articulated
similar notions. Yet, few studies have bridged
classical literature and criminology with a
focus on the Gulistan, leaving an
interdisciplinary research gap. This study
addresses this gap by exploring how Sa'di
conceptualizes the role of friends and peers in
crime commission and how these perspectives
align with modern criminological theories. The
independent variable in this inquiry is “peer
environment” (e.g., associating with deviant
individuals) while the dependent variable is
“crime commission” (e.g., theft, betrayal, or
moral corruption), with moderating factors
including family upbringing, socioeconomic
status, and cultural context. By using
gualitative content analysis, the study aims to
provide a deeper understanding of Sa'di’s
insights and propose preventive strategies.
The overarching goal is to examine the
Gulistan’s approach to peer influence on crime
and to assess its applicability to modern
educational policymaking  and crime
prevention. Such an endeavor is especially
timely given the surge in youth delinquency
fueled by negative peer influence in digital
contexts (4), making this study a crucial
contribution to interdisciplinary scholarship

and culturally grounded prevention efforts.

Prior research reveals limited attention to the
Gulistan from a criminological standpoint,
even though scholars such as Gholian and
Parsa have analyzed its ethical and cultural
aspects (5). Contemporary criminology
underscores the centrality of peer influence,
with studies by McCuddy documenting the
criminogenic role of digital peers (6), echoing
Sa'di’'s warnings about the “bad companion.”
Other Iranian studies have confirmed peer
pressure as a driver of school vandalism and
public property destruction (7). Still, these
studies largely rely on field data and do not
analyze classical literature as a source of
criminological  insight. Modern  cultural
criminology advocates using indigenous
cultural resources for crime prevention, which
aligns with Sa'di’s dual approach of warning
against corrupt peers while endorsing good
companionship and sound upbringing (8). This
convergence suggests that Sa'di’s text could
serve as a criminological resource, especially
if integrated with contemporary theories such
as Differential Association Theory (10) and
Observational Learning Theory (9).
Furthermore, recent findings affirm that high-
quality educational settings can mitigate the
negative effects of deviant peers (13), which
resonates with Sa'di’'s emphasis on family
supervision and moral education. However,
most existing research has overlooked how
these classical moral frameworks can be
leveraged in digital-age crime prevention.
Therefore, this study contributes to bridging

the disciplinary divide by thematically
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analyzing Gulistan anecdotes to assess how
peer contexts influence deviant behavior and
how these insights could inform preventive
programs in modern educational and virtual
environments.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative descriptive-
analytical design to conduct textual content
analysis of the Gulistan by Sa'di. The research
was library-based, relying primarily on the
complete critical edition of the Gulistan (edited
by Mohammad Ali Foroughi) as the main data
source. The analytical units consisted of
anecdotes explicitly or implicitly addressing
the role of friends and peers in fostering or
deterring deviant or criminal behavior.
Purposeful sampling was employed to select
12 anecdotes from Chapters One (On the
Conduct of Kings), Three (On the Virtue of
Contentment), and Four (On the Benefits of
Silence). Specific anecdotes included “The
Young Man and the Thieves,” “Parents and
Strangers,” and “The Jealous Elders.”
Thematic coding was conducted using NVivo
to identify recurring patterns. Supplementary
materials included modern criminological
sources, such as works on Differential
Association Theory (10) and studies on digital
peer influence (6). The coding process
involved line-by-line examination, thematic
categorization, and conceptual comparison
with contemporary criminological theories.
Reliability was ensured through repeated
coding and peer review, while validity was

reinforced via triangulation with modern

sources. No field data were collected, as the
study focused solely on textual analysis.
Findings

The thematic content analysis revealed that
Sa'di consistently underscores the pivotal role
of peers in either fostering or preventing
criminal behavior. In the first chapter’s
anecdote “The Young Man and the Thieves,”
Sa'di describes how a youth, through
association with thieves, gradually descends
into theft, remarking that “he found no path
back to righteousness.” This aligns with
Differential Association Theory (10), which
posits that criminal behavior is learned through
sustained interactions with deviant individuals.
In the fourth chapter’s anecdote “Parents and
Strangers,” a father warns his son to avoid
disreputable companions, comparing them to
“fire that sets cotton ablaze and consumes the
house” (3). This highlights the protective role
of family guidance, resonating with findings on
family as a shield against delinquency (12). In
the third chapter’s “The Jealous Elders,” Sa'di
illustrates how envy among peers can escalate
to conspiracies and betrayal, echoing
empirical findings linking peer competition to
deviant acts (7).

Out of the 12 selected anecdotes, 7 (58%)
emphasized the corruptive influence of peers,
4 (33%) proposed preventive strategies like
moral education and wise friend selection, and
1 (8%) solely focused on the protective
function of family upbringing. These
proportions  demonstrate  Sa'di’'s  dual

approach of diagnosing deviant influences and
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prescribing preventive remedies. He also
stresses the enduring impact of early
companionship, noting that “a youth who sits
with the righteous will not part from virtue even
in old age” (3), which aligns with
recommendations to integrate  Sa'di’s
teachings into Persian literature curricula to
deter deviance (4). The findings also showed
that Sa'di depicts deviation as a gradual
process—youths are incrementally shaped by
their social circles, a view supported by
longitudinal evidence on peer-driven declines
in self-control during adolescence (20). The
anecdotes collectively portray peers as both
potential corrupters and protectors, depending
on their moral character, suggesting that peer
influence operates along a continuum rather
than as a binary.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study examined the Gulistan of Sa'di
through the lens of contemporary criminology
to assess how it frames peer environments as
determinants of criminal behavior and how
these insights align with modern theories. The
findings affirm that Sa'di conceptualizes bad
companionship as a major risk factor for moral
deviation and crime, while promoting family
upbringing and virtuous friendships as
protective mechanisms. Thematic coding of 12
anecdotes showed that 58% emphasized
negative peer effects, 33% focused on
preventive strategies, and 8% highlighted
family’s role, reflecting a balanced perspective
of risk identification and solution provision.

These results converge with Differential

Association Theory, which also emphasizes
the social transmission of deviant behaviors
through interaction, and with Observational
Learning Theory, which frames imitation of
peers as central to behavioral formation.
Sa'di’s depiction of gradual corruption parallels
modern evidence on the incremental erosion
of self-control under peer influence. At the
same time, his stress on family supervision
aligns with contemporary findings that parental
oversight mitigates deviance.

However, divergences also emerged. While
Sa'di foregrounds individual morality and close
interpersonal ties, modern studies also
address structural factors such as school
quality, economic inequality, and digital
contexts, which he does not explicitly discuss.
This likely reflects the historical context of the
Gulistan, where structural criminogenic forces
were less theorized. Consequently, Sa'di’s
framework is ethically rich but structurally
limited. This implies that integrating his moral
teachings with modern empirical data could
produce a more comprehensive crime
prevention framework. Practically, Sa'di’s
principles can be incorporated into educational
programs to teach youth how to choose
prosocial peers, particularly in digital spaces
where peer influence is rapidly intensifying.
Awareness  campaigns  using  Sa'di’s
metaphors could also deter online deviance.
This study contributes theoretically by bridging
classical literature and criminology, showing
how culturally embedded texts can enrich

crime prevention strategies. Methodologically,
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it demonstrates the utility of qualitative content
analysis using NVivo for literary-criminological
inquiries. Nonetheless, its reliance on textual
data limits generalizability, and interpretive
subjectivity remains a challenge despite
triangulation. Future studies should combine
textual analysis with field data (e.g., interviews
with at-risk adolescents) and examine
gendered patterns of peer influence as well as
the role of emerging technologies. Despite
these limitations, this study shows that the
Gulistan is more than a literary artifact—it is a
potential cultural asset for modern crime
prevention, offering timeless insights into the
power of peers that, if blended with
contemporary approaches, could help curb
delinquency and promote prosocial

development in the digital age.
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