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Introduction

The treasury of Persian literature contains a collection of invaluable works in which
careful examination reveals traces of various disciplines, particularly the humanities.
One perspective through which the works of great Persian thinkers can be analyzed is
their political and managerial thought. Ferdowsi and Saadi are among the greatest
thinkers of Persian literature who, due to their understanding of the politics of their time
and their sense of responsibility toward society, addressed important political issues of
their nation in their works. They expressed diverse views on governance and the duties
of rulers—the foundation of sovereignty—in various ways, sometimes explicitly and at
other times through allegory and indirect criticism, woven into mythological and
historical narratives.

Today, discussions on competence and meritocracy in good governance constitute one
of the most important and widely applied domains of the humanities. Entrusting affairs
to capable administrators—or, in other words, delegating management to the wise and
deserving—is one of the key principles of good governance in the Shahnameh.
Ferdowsi repeatedly emphasized the importance and impact of this principle on the
success or failure of governance and the prosperity or decline of society, particularly
during pivotal moments such as ascensions to the throne or transitions of power, in
gatherings of priests, sages, nobles, and government officials.

This article examines the opinions and perspectives of these great Persian literary
thinkers on the role of governance by the wise and meritocracy in improving societal
conditions. The study employs an analytical approach and content analysis method,
extracting components of meritocracy to investigate the concept of governance by the
wise from the perspectives of Ferdowsi and Saadi. Data collection was based on library
resources, using research notes as tools. After analysis, logical reasoning was applied
to clarify the concept of competence and its components, extract evidence, and examine
teachings related to meritocracy and governance by the wise in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh.
The primary source for this research is the Shahnameh edited by Dr. Jalal Khaleqi
Motlaq, though the Moscow edition was also referenced.

Given the significant influence of literary works on Iranian culture and literature, many
researchers have studied Ferdowsi's Shahnameh and produced numerous valuable
books and articles. However, few have addressed contemporary societal concepts such
as meritocracy and governance by the wise as manifestations of Iran's rich cultural and
intellectual heritage. Among existing studies, no specific, independent research focuses
exclusively on governance by the wise in the thought of Ferdowsi and Saadi, though
some works may have touched on the subject peripherally.
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E'temad Mogaddam (1971) published studies titled "Monarchy and Kings from the
Persian Perspective Based on the Shahnameh (1967)" and "The Art of Kingship in
Ancient Iran (1971)," examining certain aspects of the Shahnameh, though meritocracy
and governance by the wise were not his focus. Bagher Parham (1998), in his book
"With Ferdowsi's Perspective," briefly addressed Ferdowsi's views on political wisdom.
Other prominent Shahnameh scholars such as Shahrokh Meskub, Abdolhossein
Zarrinkoob, Mohammad Ali Eslami Nodushan, and Mohammad Jafar Yahaghi have
analyzed the Shahnameh from literary, aesthetic, and historical perspectives. The
current study scrutinizes Ferdowsi's belief in meritocracy and governance by the wise
as pillars of ideal rulership.

Ja'far Auraei's Master's thesis, supervised by Dr. Mohammad Fooladi and titled "The
Art of Statesmanship, Leadership, Politics and Diplomacy in the Shahnameh (2008),"
along with Dr. Fooladi's subsequent article "Foundations of Governance and Kingship
in the Shahnameh" (published in "Collected Articles on Ferdowsi Studies," 2011),
examine the Shahnameh's historical context, characteristics and duties of kings
according to Ferdowsi, Iran's foreign relations, diplomatic protocols, and managerial
and economic thought in the epic. Alireza Azghandi's "The Political Thought of Saadi
(2012)" approaches Saadi as a realist sociologist within political sociology. Roghayyeh
Haji-Zadeh's Master's thesis "Politics and Statecraft in Saadi's Works" discusses the
political and social conditions during the Mongol and Ilkhanid periods, Saadi's relations
with contemporary politicians, legitimacy of governance from Saadi's perspective
compared to Western and Islamic thinkers like Plato, Aristotle, and Farabi, and
characteristics of a righteous ruler.

Vahid Mubarak and Farshid (2014) wrote an article titled "Reflections of Management
Theories in Ferdowsi's Shahnameh (Based on Newtonian Paradigm and Chaos
Theory)," arguing that analysis of various Shahnameh sections, particularly the epic
parts, reveals patterns of management models. Their study compared the epic's
governance systems with modern management theories, concluding that all three
management levels are represented in the text's governmental structures. Kasraei (2007)
conducted research titled "Ferdowsi's Political Thought," maintaining that Ferdowsi
sought both to revive Iran's noble historical traditions and to outline a political
framework rooted in ancient Persian kingship. If Persian poets were classified as
political or non-political, Ferdowsi would undoubtedly stand out for his distinctive
characteristics.
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Conclusion

Meritocracy and entrusting societal affairs to the wise form the axis of justice and social
equilibrium. The stability and integrity of society depend on this principle, while
neglecting it—promoting the unworthy and sidelining the competent—constitutes a
fundamental cause of the collapse of political and social systems, leading to the
disintegration of societal norms. Ferdowsi considers meritocracy the primary condition
for rulership, with competence and capability as the criteria for selecting officials. In
his view, only the worthy and wise deserve to govern, as governance demands wisdom,
skill, foresight, and endurance.

Ferdowsi identifies the delegation of state affairs to incompetent individuals as a peril
of politics. He warns that depriving society of governance by the wise and the improper
placement of unqualified individuals in specialized positions accelerates societal
decline. Rulers are cautioned against vesting power or public affairs in incapable and
unskilled hands. For Ferdowsi, the solution to most societal problems lies in adopting
governance by the wise and a merit-based system rooted in diverse abilities and
competencies—not tribal affiliations or nepotism.

In the Shahnameh, Ferdowsi articulates the components of his ideal governance. The
foremost indicator of competent officials in good governance is justice and fairness. He
emphasizes equitable distribution of resources and positions based on merit and
worthiness. Other benchmarks of good governance in his view include the ruler’s and
officials’ public-mindedness. Rationality, wisdom, efficiency, and capability are further
criteria for selecting qualified administrators. He advises rulers of his era to delegate
critical governmental and bureaucratic tasks to wise, pious, just, experienced, noble,
God-fearing, trustworthy, and public-spirited officials to ensure societal order and
public satisfaction. Tyranny, irrational rule, and disregard for meritocracy inevitably
lead to the monarchy’s decline and the nation’s ruin.

In Saadi’s Bustan, the emphasis shifts more prominently to justice in governance. His
narratives reinforce that equitable and virtuous leadership—anchored in ethical
meritocracy—is indispensable for societal prosperity. Both thinkers converge on the
principle that sustainable governance demands moral and intellectual excellence in its
administrators, framing competence not as a privilege but as a moral imperative for
collective survival.
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