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An Examination of the Cultural Components of Marzban-nameh and Their Correspondence
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Abstract

The primary objective of this study is to identify concepts and components that can contribute to strengthening civic culture
and promoting civil and responsible behavior in contemporary society. The theoretical framework of the study draws on
Ronald Inglehart’s views regarding value transformation and the transition from materialist to postmaterialist values,
particularly his emphasis on the role of culture and internalized values in shaping patterns of social participation, public
trust, and social capital. Accordingly, by comparing the concepts extracted from classical texts with the components of
modern citizenship—such as responsibility, social participation, respect for the law, tolerance, fairness, and the reciprocal
rights of individuals and society—and by considering Inglehart’s theory of value transformation, the study seeks to establish
a theoretical link between the literary and ethical heritage of the past and the cultural requirements of contemporary society.
The findings indicate that the classical text examined, Marzban-nameh, is rich in themes related to social etiquette, justice,
rationalism, altruism, civic education, and the reform of both individuals and society. Within the theoretical framework of
value transformation, these concepts can contribute to strengthening participatory attitudes, enhancing social trust, and
developing civic culture. This study argues that the Persian literary and ethical tradition represents an overlooked resource
for teaching citizenship concepts and can play an effective role in connecting Iranian intellectual heritage with the needs of
contemporary society.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Persian classical literature, particularly

didactic and ethical prose, constitutes one of
the most enduring repositories of Iranian
cultural memory and has historically
functioned as a medium for transmitting moral
principles, social norms, political wisdom,
patterns of interpersonal conduct, and models
of governance. Among the major works in this
tradition, Marzban-nameh  occupies a
distinctive position because it combines
literary artistry with practical instruction and
embeds ethical, social, and political teachings
within allegorical narratives, often narrated
through the voices of animals. The work is
therefore not merely a literary artifact but also

a cultural text through which assumptions
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concerning justice, authority, responsibility,
social order, knowledge, friendship,
moderation, and public welfare can be
reconstructed.  Persian literature  has
repeatedly contributed to the formation and
preservation of Iranian collective identity,
especially by transmitting models of desirable
conduct and social obligation across
generations (13, 15). In contemporary
societies, however, citizenship is no longer
confined to formal membership in a political
community or the possession of legal status; it
increasingly  encompasses  participation,
responsibility, tolerance, respect for law,
recognition of diversity, social trust, public
accountability, and reciprocal rights and duties

between individuals and society (5, 8, 10).
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Accordingly, the principal objective of this
study was to identify the cultural components
represented in Marzban-nameh, interpret their
relationship with modern citizenship concepts,
and examine the capacity of this classical work
to contribute to the development of civic
culture. The study was theoretically grounded
in Ronald Inglehart's theory of value
transformation, particularly the transition from
materialist values centered on economic and
physical security toward postmaterialist values
emphasizing participation, self-expression,
quality of life, trust, tolerance, and individual
agency (1, 2, 16). Within this framework, the
research sought to establish a conceptual
relationship between the ethical and literary
heritage of the past and the cultural
requirements of contemporary citizenship
without collapsing the historical distinction
between traditional political morality and
modern civic rights.

Inglehart’s theory provides an appropriate
framework for examining the relationship
between culture, social transformation, and
citizenship because it regards cultural systems
as relatively stable yet historically changeable
configurations of values, attitudes, beliefs, and
forms of knowledge transmitted across
generations. Inglehart argues that economic,
political, technological, and social
transformations  gradually alter cultural
priorities and that these changes are
especially visible in the movement from
survival-oriented values toward values of

autonomy, participation, trust, tolerance, and

self-expression (1, 2). His account is based on
two interconnected assumptions: the scarcity
hypothesis, according to which individuals
assign the greatest subjective value to needs
that are in short supply, and the socialization
hypothesis, according to which fundamental
value orientations are largely shaped during
formative years and continue to influence
behavior over the life course (3, 17). These
assumptions clarify why cultural change is
neither instantaneous nor uniform and why
inherited values may continue to affect political
and social behavior even after material
conditions have changed. Inglehart’s later
formulation of cultural evolution further
emphasizes that changes in existential
security reshape motivations, interpersonal
trust, political participation, gender attitudes,
and orientations toward authority (16). In the
present study, this framework was
operationalized through seven cultural
components: norms, symbols, roles, insights
or worldviews, values, sciences and
techniques, and structures. These
components made it possible to analyze
Marzban-nameh not simply as a collection of
moral stories but as a structured
representation of cultural expectations. Norms
refer to accepted rules of conduct; symbols
convey broader meanings through images,
metaphors, and narratives; roles define
expected patterns of behavior associated with
social positions; insights refer to dominant
beliefs and interpretive frameworks; values
undesirable

distinguish  desirable  from
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conduct; sciences and techniques represent
practical and intellectual capacities; and
structures organize reciprocal rights, duties,
and institutional relations (3). This analytical
model was complemented by modern theories
of citizenship that emphasize legal equality,
participation, social responsibility, collective
belonging, and cultural inclusion (10-12). Thus,
the theoretical framework permitted a
comparative reading in which classical ethical
teachings were evaluated in relation to
contemporary civic concepts while retaining
sensitivity to the distinct historical contexts in
which they emerged.

The study employed a qualitative descriptive-
analytical method based on close textual
reading, conceptual extraction, thematic
classification, and comparative interpretation.
The primary text was Marzban-nameh in the
edition attributed to Sa'd al-Din Varavini, which
preserves the ornate prose, allegorical
narratives, political counsel, and ethical
instruction characteristic of the work (14). The
unit of analysis consisted of passages,
maxims, narrative episodes, and advisory
statements that directly or indirectly reflected
individual conduct, social relations, public
administration,  political authority, legal

judgment, economic  responsibility, or
collective welfare. In the first stage, relevant
passages were identified through repeated
reading of the text. In the second stage, the
selected materials were coded according to
the seven cultural components derived from

Inglehart’s framework. In the third stage, each

coded passage was compared with concepts
associated with modern citizenship, including
responsibility, public participation, equality,
justice, respect for law, accountability,
tolerance, social trust, meritocracy, protection
of public property, gender equality, peace,
foresight, intergenerational responsibility, and
institutional transparency. The study did not
assume that medieval ethical concepts are
identical to modern citizenship rights; rather, it
examined points of semantic correspondence,
functional similarity, and cultural continuity.
The analysis also drew upon lexical and
conceptual definitions of the city, citizen, and
citizenship. In Persian lexicography, the city is
defined as an organized settlement and the
historical term for citizen is associated with
belonging to and being bound to the city (4).
Modern legal and social definitions, by
contrast, describe citizenship as a status
involving equal membership, rights, duties,
and participation within a political community
(5, 6). To enhance analytical consistency,
every textual example was assigned to the
component that represented its dominant
cultural function, although some passages
could logically relate to more than one
category. Frequencies were then calculated to
indicate the relative prominence of the seven
components. The quantitative frequency
analysis was used only as a supplementary
descriptive tool and did not replace interpretive
analysis. The final interpretation integrated
textual evidence, cultural classification, and

citizenship concepts to determine how the

Nq.N
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ethical teachings of Marzban-nameh might be
reconsidered as resources for civic education
and cultural development.

The findings revealed that Marzban-nameh
contains a broad and internally coherent set of
themes corresponding to major dimensions of
civic culture. A total of 76 cultural instances
were identified. Values constituted the most
frequent category, with 24 instances, followed
by structures with 16, norms with 12, insights
with 10, roles with 9, symbols with 4, and
sciences and techniques with 1 instance. The
predominance of values confirms that the work
is fundamentally ethical and didactic,
emphasizing standards through  which
individual and governmental conduct should
be evaluated. Among the most prominent
themes were justice-oriented governance, fair
judgment, protection of public property,
avoidance of extravagance, appointment of
qualified officials, resistance to flattery,
meritocracy over kinship and inherited
privilege, fiscal balance, nonuse of military
power against the population, rational
lawmaking, timely fulfilment of obligations,
social awareness of poverty, confidentiality,
avoidance of prejudgment, criticism of
ambition and arrogance, respect for
knowledge, condemnation of war, preventive
problem-solving, intergenerational
responsibility, and organizational division of
duties. These findings are consistent with the
view that citizenship involves more than legal
entittements and also includes learned

dispositions, public ethics, participation,

responsibility, and the capacity to live with
others (10, 11). Justice appeared as the central
principle linking political authority to public
security and social legitimacy. In Marzban-
nameh, the ruler is repeatedly advised to act
with fairness, protect subjects, avoid arbitrary
decisions, listen to opposing claims, and
prevent corruption. Such teachings
correspond to contemporary expectations of
accountability, legal equality, impartial
administration, and protection of citizens’
rights. The emphasis on preserving public
wealth and preventing misuse of collective
resources reflects the civic principle that
government officials are custodians rather
than owners of public assets. Similarly, the
insistence on selecting competent and
experienced administrators corresponds to
modern  meritocratic  norms and the
expectation that public positions should be
allocated according to competence rather than
family affiliation. The text’s criticism of war,
coercion, and the misuse of military power also
aligns with contemporary civic values of
peace, human security, and governmental
restraint. Although these teachings originated
within a monarchical and hierarchical context,
their ethical logic can be reinterpreted in
relation to modern institutional responsibility
and the rule of law (8, 9).

The distribution of cultural components
demonstrates that Marzban-nameh gives
priority to moral values and institutional order
rather than technical knowledge or symbolic

representation. This pattern is compatible with
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the didactic purpose of the work, which aims to
shape judgment, behavior, and political
prudence through exemplary narratives. The
high frequency of values indicates that civic
conduct in the text is primarily framed as an
ethical responsibility, while the prominence of
structures shows that desirable conduct is
expected to be supported by organized roles,
administrative boundaries, and systems of
authority. Norms and insights reinforce this
order by defining acceptable behavior and
supplying the intellectual assumptions through
which such behavior becomes meaningful.
From Inglehart’s perspective, the persistence
of values concerning justice, trust,
responsibility, and restraint illustrates how
cultural orientations can survive across
historical periods even when their institutional
expressions change (1, 16). Nevertheless, the
application of these teachings to contemporary
citizenship requires critical reinterpretation.
Modern citizenship is based on legal equality,
popular  sovereignty, universal rights,
inclusion, and participation, whereas Marzban-
nameh was composed in a hierarchical
political environment centered on royal
authority. Therefore, the text should not be
treated as a complete or direct theory of
modern citizenship. Its importance lies instead
in its ability to provide culturally familiar
narratives through which contemporary civic
principles can be taught, discussed, and
localized. For example, stories concerning
impartial judgment can support education

about due process; passages on public wealth

can reinforce  anti-corruption  values;
reflections on social hardship can cultivate
empathy and governmental responsiveness;
and teachings on foresight can be related to
sustainable development and
intergenerational justice. Citizenship
education becomes more effective when it
connects universal principles with historically
and culturally recognizable materials (10). The
study therefore suggests that selected
narratives from Marzban-nameh can be
incorporated into educational curricula,
teacher-training programs, civic workshops,
cultural policy, media productions, and public
ethics initiatives. Such use should remain
analytical rather than celebratory and should
distinguish historically specific assumptions
from concepts that possess broader ethical
relevance. In this manner, classical literature
may serve as a bridge between cultural
heritage and contemporary civic development,
strengthening social trust, public responsibility,
and a sense of shared cultural ownership (7,
12).

The study concludes that Marzban-nameh
possesses considerable potential for the
cultural interpretation and education of modern
citizenship concepts. Its narratives and
maxims contain sustained reflections on
justice, responsibility, merit, knowledge,
moderation, public welfare, institutional order,
social trust, peace, and ethical governance.
The predominance of values, structures,
norms, and insights demonstrates that the

work is chiefly concerned with the moral and
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social foundations of orderly collective life.
Although its political assumptions belong to a
historical context different from that of modern
democratic citizenship, many of its ethical
teachings can be critically reformulated in
relation to present-day concerns such as
accountability, equal treatment, protection of
public resources, prevention of corruption,
responsible leadership, social solidarity, and
sustainable development. The principal
contribution of the study is therefore not the
claim that modern citizenship already existed
in classical Persian prose, but the
demonstration that Persian literary heritage
contains concepts capable of entering into a
productive dialogue with contemporary civic
thought. Such a dialogue can enrich
citizenship education by grounding abstract
civic principles in culturally familiar narratives
and by showing that ethical responsibility,
concern for the public good, and criticism of
arbitrary power have deep roots in Persian
intellectual and literary traditions. The findings
also indicate that the development of civic
culture does not require a rejection of historical
heritage; rather, it requires an informed and
critical rereading that separates transferable
ethical insights from context-bound political
assumptions. Through such an approach,
Marzban-nameh can contribute to the
formation of a civic culture that is historically
conscious, ethically grounded, socially
responsible, and responsive to the needs of

contemporary society.
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