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Abstract

Although the requirements of education and training have not been articulated in modern terms, they have long been present in classical
literary texts according to the prevalent practices of their respective eras. Today, through the classification, formulation, extraction, and
discovery of educational principles and methods—and by reinterpreting and aligning them with the content of didactic literature—it
becomes evident that while modern principles may appear novel in terminology and form, they bear little substantive difference from the
educational elements found in classical didactic texts. Thorndike's theory is one of the contemporary educational theories. It is structured
around the principles of readiness, exercise, and set, and is regarded as one of the fundamental frameworks in modern psychology of
education. The components introduced in this theory for education and training are observable and analyzable within the two didactic
works Qabusnameh and Kalila and Dimna. This study aims to extract the educational principles and foundations in these two texts in
accordance with Thorndike's theory.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The exploration of educational dimensions
within the classical Persian texts Qabusnameh
and Kalila and Dimna using Thorndike’s theory
of “set” offers a comprehensive insight into

how ancient literature parallels contemporary
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educational psychology. Rooted in behavioral
psychology, Thorndike’'s theory revolves
around key principles such as readiness,
exercise (practice), and set (disposition or

attitude), which collectively shape learning and

behavior. These concepts, though modern in
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nomenclature, resonate deeply with the
pedagogical philosophies embedded in
classical Persian didactic works. Edward Lee
Thorndike’s contributions, particularly from his
work on animal intelligence and the
mechanisms of trial-and-error learning,
emphasized the gradual and associative
nature of learning, positing that individuals
respond to stimuli through neurological bonds
formed by repetitive interactions. This
theoretical framework provides a valuable lens
for reassessing the didactic structure and
pedagogical intentions within Qabusnameh
and Kalila and Dimna, where instructional
sequences, character development, and
narrative devices underscore a systematic
approach to training the learner. As Shamisa
noted, literary texts often act as psychological
maps, with characters and authors mirroring
internal and societal psychological states,
further validating the application of
psychological critique in literary analysis (1).

In this study, a qualitative content analysis
method was used, grounded in a library-based
approach, to identify and match Thorndike’s
educational principles with the thematic
structure and narrative elements of the two
selected works. The principle of incremental
learning—a core tenet of Thorndike’s model—
was clearly evidenced in Qabusnameh,
wherein the sequence of 44 chapters forms a
coherent pedagogical progression aimed at
gradually building the learner's capacity. This
incrementalism echoes Thorndike’s learning

curves, which argue that true learning is slow,

continuous, and built through repetition and
structured practice (2). In Kalila and Dimna,
similar  incrementalism is  allegorically
portrayed; characters such as Damanah
emphasize gradual transformation through
service, learning, and ethical development.
The metaphor of the seed needing nurturing
after emerging from the soil, described by
Nasrullah Munshi, illustrates how individuals
require both internal readiness and external
support to actualize their potential (4). These
texts promote a view of education as both a
cumulative and contextual process—gradually
preparing individuals for social roles, moral
reasoning, and civic responsibilities.

Another salient concept in Thorndike’s theory
is the "law of readiness," which posits that
learning is most effective when the learner is
mentally and physically prepared to receive
instruction. Thorndike emphasized that
frustration arises when an individual is ready
to learn but is prevented from doing so, and
conversely, when forced to act without
readiness, dissatisfaction occurs (2). This idea
finds strong parallels in Qabusnameh, where
Onsor al-Ma'ali advises that correcting those
who are not developmentally prepared is
ineffective, comparing it to straightening a
crooked tree that must be cut and reshaped
(3)- At the same time, the author demonstrates
pragmatic flexibility, allowing for coercive
interventions when educational inaction poses
critical threats—as when he recounts forcing
his son to learn swimming to ensure survival.

This complexity aligns with Thorndike’s
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allowance for pedagogical intervention when
readiness must be enforced under necessity.
Similarly, Kalila and Dimna uses parables
such as that of the monkeys killing their
advisor to illustrate how advice without
comprehension can backfire, emphasizing the
learner’s  disposition and capacity as
prerequisites for meaningful education (4).
These examples illustrate how classical texts
not only underscore the need for learner
readiness but also address the ethical
implications of teaching without it.

Thorndike's "law of effect" also receives
detailed treatment through examples in
Qabusnameh and Kalila and Dimna. This law
states that behaviors followed by satisfying
outcomes are likely to be repeated, whereas
those followed by discomfort are less likely to
recur. The text of Qabusnameh incorporates
this principle through parental guidance and
reward-punishment mechanisms. For
example, the suggestion that children be
educated with firmness—yet not disciplined
directly by the parent to avoid resentment—
aligns with Thorndike’s view that positive
reinforcement strengthens behavioral bonds,
whereas harsh punishment may backfire or
prove ineffective in the long term (2). Kalila and
Dimna similarly conveys this principle through
fables that illustrate the long-term benefits of
virtuous behavior and the destructive
consequences of impulsive or disloyal actions.
These cautionary tales model how cause-and-
effect relations in moral decisions are a central

component of character formation, reinforcing

Thorndike’s assertion that consequences are
instrumental in shaping future responses. The
practical application of this theory in classical
pedagogy offers a psychologically
sophisticated understanding of how moral and
behavioral development can be guided.

The principle of "set" or disposition in
Thorndike’s theory refers to the learner’s
mental and emotional orientation toward a
task. According to Thorndike, learning is
influenced by prior experiences, emotional
states, and inherited tendencies (6). Both
Qabusnameh and Kalila and Dimna delve
deeply into the intrinsic and environmental
variables that affect one’s openness to
learning. Onsor al-Ma’ali’'s analogies about
planting seeds in barren soil and his repeated
emphasis on the futility of trying to reform the
incorrigibly wicked mirror Thorndike’s view that
predispositions significantly affect learning
potential (3). In Kalila and Dimna, the caste-
based assumptions about inherent social roles
illustrate how educational opportunities are
framed by perceived natural capacities, albeit
sometimes problematically. The fable of the
jackdaw attempting to mimic a partridge
underscores the failure that ensues when one
lacks the necessary disposition or nature for a
particular endeavor (4). This theme finds
support in Thorndike’s observation that
animals with prior experience in problem-
solving perform better than those without,
highlighting the role of previous disposition
and contextual familiarity in facilitating

learning.
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Thorndike’s notion of evolutionary learning or
"prepotency of elements"—which recognizes
the role of innate abilities and biological
preparedness—also finds resonance in both
texts. The authors use narrative illustrations to
depict how some individuals, due to their
inherent traits or social conditioning, are more
inclined to succeed or fail in specific
environments. In Kalila and Dimna, the
character of Damanah embodies this struggle
vividly, as his lower social status and resulting
inferiority complex drive his manipulative
ambition. His internal conflict reflects a
psychological constraint—what Ganiji
identifies as a form of “inferiority complex”
stemming from unmet social aspirations (5).
This motif supports Thorndike’s position that
individuals’ learning outcomes are closely tied
to their physiological and psychological
preparedness. Similarly, Qabusnameh offers
pragmatic advice about appointing capable
ministers based on intellectual, physical, and
emotional maturity—aligning with the view that
learning and competence are conditioned by
inborn as well as cultivated characteristics (3).
In both texts, there is a strong emphasis on the
congruence between individual aptitude and
educational content, which Thorndike saw as
crucial for productive learning.

In conclusion, the study reveals that the
pedagogical  principles  embedded in
Qabusnameh and Kalila and Dimna are
remarkably consistent with  Thorndike’s
psychological theories of education. Despite

the temporal and cultural distance between the

authors and modern behavioral science, their
educational philosophies converge on several
core ideas: the necessity of readiness, the
incremental nature of learning, the role of
consequences, and the impact of intrinsic
disposition on learning efficacy. These
classical works not only anticipate modern
psychological insights but also offer a rich,
narrative-based methodology for instruction
that retains value today. While differences
remain in the stylistic and cultural application
of these principles, the fundamental
pedagogical agreements affirm the
timelessness and cross-disciplinary relevance

of educational thought.
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