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1. Introduction

Asrar al-Tuhid contains a variety of narrations regarding the way and
nature of the relationship between Sheikh Abu Sa’id Abul-Khayr and
his followers and opponents. To determine comparability and
effectiveness of Havland’s theory of attitude change with the training
in Asrar al-Tuhid, some of the narrations from this book were
analyzed following Hovland trigger-response theory.

The main question is whether the changes in the followers’ attitudes
or the opponents’ surrender was merely because of observing merits
and high moral standards of the Sheikh, or other factors such as the
cycle of education based on trigger-response psychological and
behavioral standards were also effective.

Mohmmad Reza Shafie Kadkani (2003) examined the psychological
grounds of choosing nicknames by Iranian poets given the social
conditions of their time. Sahraie and Kanjouri (2015) analyzed the
effects of other factors on the characters of two stories. As to the
contents pertinent to their study, Jafarzade and Rouhand (2020) named
the promotional strategies of Asrar al-Tuhid including
accompaniment, rejection and proof, gradual pattern-based reasoning,
resembling meanings, repetition, sudden introduction, and quick-
wittedness.

Shirani et al. (2017) argued that the social effectiveness of Abu Sa’id
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and his school was rooted in the principles of tolerance, happiness and
enjoying earthly joys within a humanistic and reasonable framework,
and avoiding seclusion and strict religious beliefs and codes along
with affectionate behavior. Piraie (2020) examined the role of positive
concepts such as honesty, optimism, altruism, hope, transcendence,
and happiness in the stories of Asrar al-Tuhid and argued that
optimism was one of the causes of Abu Saeed’s success in convincing
audiences.

Learning theories in social psychology such as Hovland’s theory of
attitude change have been effective in educational fields. Showing
effectiveness of this attitude change based on Sufi’s educational texts
not only supports efficiency of the theory in the study population of
Abu Sa’id’s era, but also shows that the Sufi leaders were aware of
such concepts long before Hovland. They used such principles to
change followers and opponents’ attitudes. The thoughts behind this
theory are quite clear in the stories about Abu Sa’id’s success in
convincing his audiences.

2. Methodology

This research followed a descriptive-analytic method to analyze
narratives in Asrar al-Tuhid by employing Carl Havland’s trigger-
response theory. To do this, the theoretical framework for narrative
analysis is introduced first. Then, the special personality of Abu Sa’id,
as the sender of the message to change the attitude of his audience, is
characterized. For this reason, the manner of attraction and acceptance
of the audience are described in actuality.

3. Discussion

Learning theory in social psychology

Among the concepts mentioned in social psychology such as learning
theories, cognitive theories, and motivational theories, learning and
attitude change theories are of great importance. The main idea of
these theories is that one’s behavior is the outcome of their previous
learnings (Bellao and Nion, 1998; 37). This theory is based on the
principles that human behavior is rooted in the external environment
and society rather than what happens in one’s mind. In this way,
previous learning and training are amplified through following role
models, motivation, and punishment. Based on this theory, three main
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mechanisms are required for learning realization.

1. Responder, a person who remembers taught materials and
responds in a conditioned manner.

2. Amplification, triggered by an activist or trainer.

3. Imitation and learning that happen through observation and
learning.

The pattern of attitude change learning: trigger-response theory
Three variables including attention, comprehension, and acceptance
have a role to play in learning new attitudes. The first factor refers to
the fact that not all triggering messages attract attention. The second
factor refers to the fact that some messages can be highly complicated
so that learners might fail to realize them. The third factor refers to
the fact that before any change in attitude, the learner needs to decide
about accepting or rejecting it (Karimi, 2017; 242). According to this
theory, attitude change happens based on the following pattern:

Attention
\’
Trigger - | Perception - | Response
2 (Attitude
Acceptance change)
The process of attitude changes according to Hovland’ (Karimi, 2017;

242)

Learning theory in Asrar al-Tuhid

Abu Sa’id’s influence among his regular followers and other religious
leaders, including his opponents, is one of the main themes of the
book. The four elements of attitude change, based on Hovland’s
theory, are as follows:

1. Character of the messenger and the carrier of the message
As the main messenger of and the main element in attitude change,
Abu Sa’id has positive characteristics such as capability to express
ideas, insight into audiences’ personality, being born in a Sufi family,
bravery, religious knowledge, and ability to convince people, Sufis,
and scholars. All the characteristics needed in a messenger
(authenticity, specialty, attraction, and Charisma) are evident in Abu
Sa’1d’s character.

2. Character of the receiver or target of message

Abu Sa’id’s audiences are categorized into ordinary people and
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scholars. In terms of attitudes, they are categorized as followers and
opponents. Ordinary audiences are among the middle-classes with
average knowledge, intelligence, and religious beliefs. The second
group are religious scholars who oppose Abu Sa’id’s viewpoint and
whose attitude change was of a higher importance.

3. Characters of messages

Freshness of the content and attractiveness of the messages sent by
Abu Sa’id as an independent Sufi with no alliance with any sect or
school was one of the reasons for the wide acceptance of his words.
The ground for sending messages and the audience mood enables
Abu Sa’1d to have a deep impact on the audience. In some cases, the
message has such strong ground for reason that even opponents find
no way to reject it. The media used by Abu Sa’id are gatherings and
demonstrations of merits. There are records of his active and practical
approach to create change in audience’s attitudes.

4. Ground and way of conveying message

There are different ways of conveying messages used in Sufi
gatherings. Unlike the majority of Sufis who would use stories and
examples to convey a message, Abu Sa’id is more interested in the
practical approach. He is also interested in music, poetry, and
aphorisms to touch the souls of readers.

Analyzing stories based on the principles of Hovland’s theory
Clearly, the stories in Asrar al-Tuhid follow the style of other
biographies by stating merits and honoring the leaders or even
exaggerating some facts or untrue stories. These books are full of
wonderful and mind-blowing claims. However, the book under study
seems more reasonable than other available texts. The stories of
superpowers of Sufism prepare a strong trigger, a proper ground, for
representing that creates attention, perception, and acceptance in the
audience.

4. Conclusion

Examining stories from Asrar al-Tuhid based on Hovland’s model of
attitude change showed that the four elements of this model,
including message, messenger, audience, and message ground for
attitude change are employed perfectly, and that the messenger is the
main element for attitude change in this book.

The message conveying ground in Asrar al-Tuhid is based on
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empathy, using the energizing atmosphere of Samaa (a dance by
Sufis in their gathering), lingual tricks, and employing the power of
poems. Naturally, the main factor in this field is the power of Abu
Sa’1d to read minds and knowledge of what is clear and hidden.

The process of attitude change in the stories of Asrar al-Tuhid based
on Hovland’s learning theory shows that the audience’s attention is
grabbed firstly and then by using elements such as empathy, art, or
insight into the unknowns, the ground for creating perception in the
audience is prepared.

Keywords: Attitude, Carl Hovland, Asrar al-Tuhid.
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