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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate, explore and explain the
characteristics, features and components attributed to the notion of wisdom in Iran. To
this end, the explicit theory of wisdom, i.e. individuals” perceptions of wisdom, was used.
All above-20 years old Iranians comprised the population of the study. Following
purposeful and convenience sampling procedures, 328 Iranians (134 males and 194
females) coming from different ethnic backgrounds (Persians, Azerbaijani Turks, Kurds,
Arabs, the Turkmen, Lurs and the Baluch) were selected and required to answer a
researcher-developed open-ended questionnaire followed by content analysis of data.
Findings suggested/indicated that for %94.2 of the participants, exemplars of wise people
are male with an average age of 62.9. Also, 27.9%, 20.1%, 19.15% and 12.6% of wisdom
exemplars came from religious figures/leaders, people-around-me, experts/specialists and
social-political figures respectively. Five main/major categories/themes of wisdom were
‘intellectuality’, ‘morality’, ‘civilization’, ‘performance’ and ‘virtue/spirituality’. Further
analyses of components and categories revealed that of all characteristics/features
attributed to wisdom, %37.05 were associated with intellectuality, %26.5 with
performance, %18.6 with morality, %8.01 with civilization and %4.4 with spirituality.
Findings are used to argue that ‘wisdom’ in Iranian society and for Iranians in general is a
hybrid/combination of Western (rooted in cognition and intellectuality) and Eastern
(based on socio-affective propositions and spirituality) doctrines of wisdom.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite a long research tradition of wisdom in philosophy, psychology of wisdom is
a relatively new field that has been expanding in the past recent decades. Currently,
there are several theoretical models of wisdom and its assessment yielding a valid
knowledge on the antecedents, correlates, and consequences of wisdom. Following
these models, some researchers have systematically investigated individuals’
perceptions of wisdom (Ardlet, Baltez & Smith, 2008; Grossman et al., 2010;
Levenson et al., 2005; Mickler & Staudinger, 2008; Webster, 2003; Asadi, 2015;
KordNoghobi et al., 2015 & 2016; Cheraghi, et al., 2015). In general, research studies
in wisdom can be classified into two broad categories even though several different
conceptualizations of it exist. Explicit approaches are theories and definitions of
wisdom proposed by scholars; implicit approaches are based on ordinary
individuals’ thoughts and perceptions of wisdom (Staudinger & Gluck, 2011).

PURPOSE

There is neither an agreed-upon definition of wisdom nor a local model of it in
Iran. Additionally, Iran is a multi-cultural nation. This study is a modest attempt to
explore dimensions and elements of wisdom and characteristics of wise individuals
in Iranian context.

METHODOLOGY

Adopting a qualitative approach, this study was carried out using content analysis.
The sample includes Iranians above 20 years old. Since Iran is a multi-cultural
nation, sampling was conducted in two phases. First, seven ethnic groups making
up the largest population of Iran were selected. They included Turks, Kurds, Lurs,
Balochs, Arabs, Turkmen and Persians. Purposeful and convenience sampling
procedures were followed to select 328 individuals (134 males and 194 females).

RESULT

Overall, 125 exemplars of wisdom were suggested by the participants. Of the
exemplars, 19 were female and 106 were male. In other words, 94.2 % of the
participants viewed men and 5.8% of the participants regarded women as the wisest.
Generally speaking, the results suggest that 27.9% of the exemplars are religious
figures, 20.1% come from people they know (relatives and parents), 19.15% belong
to experts and specialists and 14.6% are from social and political figures. The
remaining includes friends, colleagues and others.

When examining the participants’ responses for characteristics and features of
wisdom and what constitutes wise behaviors, 3083 features surfaced. We
categorized the features into 202 initial categories based on the relationships



between them. Then, the initial categories were subsumed under five broad and
major groups: Intellectual, moral, civil, operational and spiritual features.

DISCUSSION

With regard to the gender of wisdom exemplars, results showed that both men and
women tended to choose men. Such a tendency was found to be stronger amongst
men. This is in line with the results of Dani et al. (1995), Gluck et al. (2012), Jason et
al. (2001) and Sowarka (1989). As far as the age of wisdom exemplars is concerned,
similar to the findings of Dani et al. (1995) and Bloc and Gluck (2005), it was
revealed that participants tend to choose people older than themselves. Finally,
when they were required to specify the fields or areas their exemplars behaved
wisely, female exemplars for interpersonal communication and male exemplars for
particular fields (commerce and science) were highlighted.

As noted above, wisdom features were grouped into five categories: Intellectual,
moral, civil, operational and spiritual. Intellectual virtues are the features needed to
identify and do the right, to seek knowledge, truth and understanding; they include
cognitive skills and abilities, decision making and wise action, creativity and
thinking. Operational virtues are the features helping individuals with intellectual,
moral and civil virtues; they comprise of openness, flexibility, self-restrain, patience,
social and communicative skills and high motivation. Compassion, bravery,
honesty, humbleness and fairness are examples of moral virtues. They enable us to
act properly when a particular context calls for a moral response. Civil virtues
include helping, guiding and advising others. It also means preferring collective and
common interests to personal ones since it is an important feature of a responsible
citizen. At last, spiritual virtues encompass spirituality and dimensions of being
religious.

CONCLUSION

It can be said that this study was the first attempt to address individuals’ perceptions
of wisdom in Iran. Results suggest/indicate that Islam has had a
meaningful/considerable effect on Iranians’ perceptions of wisdom since not only
they emphasized on religious and spiritual elements/components but also suggested
religious figures as exemplars of wisdom the most. It seems that unlike research
studies in the West highlighting cognitive components and those in the East
underscoring affective elements of wisdom, this study and the results suggest a
middle ground, ie. Iranians tend to lay emphasis as much on cognitive and
intellectual components as on affective and religious components. In other words,
Iranians’ perception of wisdom is a composite/combination of wisdom components
in the western (cognitive and intellectual) and eastern (social, affective and
spiritual) cultures.
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