ISSN (Print): 2717-4484 - ISSN (Online): 2717-4492

Research Paper )| ®

A Thematic Analysis of Nahj al-Balagha to Formulate a Model of

Distributed Leadership Rooted in Islamic Teachings

Mahin Keramatifard @ ", Saeid Norollahee ' 2

1. Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy and Islamic Theology, Faculty of Literature and Humanities,
Malayer University, Malayer, Iran.
2. PhD in Educational Management, Department of Educational Sciences, Faculty of Humanities, Bu-Ali Sina

University, Hamedan, Iran.

: Abstract
@’I‘.’] i Background and Objective: Distributed leadership has garnered
Article Info: : significant attention as a modern paradigm emphasizing the distribution of
Received: 2025/12/19 : leadership responsibilities and stakeholder participation. However, the
Accepted: 2026/6/23 majority of existing models are rooted in Western literature. This research
PP: 161-178 : was conducted with the aim of thematically analyzing Nahj al-Balagha to

develop a distributed leadership model based on Islamic teachings.
Research methodology: In terms of purpose, this research is a
fundamental-theoretical study, employing a qualitative approach. The
Use your device to scan and : analytical method utilized is a hybrid (inductive-deductive) thematic
read the article online: : analysis. The research population comprised the complete text of Nahj al-
: Balagha, from which ten letters of Imam Ali (AS) were selected through
: purposive sampling. Data were collected via an in-depth review of these
: letters and subsequently analyzed across three stages: open, axial, and
! selective coding.
: Findings: The thematic analysis resulted in the extraction of 94 initial
i codes, which were systematically categorized within the framework of the
i five dimensions of Spillane’s (2006) distributed leadership model. These
: dimensions include: mission and vision (centered on justice), shared
10.22098/AEL.2026.19 : decision-making (emphasizing consultation), professional development
073.1676 : (based on the principle of meritocracy), leadership practices (with a service-
: oriented perspective), and organizational culture (founded on ethical
: values). The findings indicated that the letters of Imam Ali (AS),
Keywords: i particularly the epistle to Malik al-Ashtar, demonstrate significant richness
Distributed Leadership,  regarding the components of distributed leadership.
Nahj al-Balagha, Thematic i Conclusion: The extracted model elucidates distributed leadership as a
Analysis, Educational : divine trust, centered on service and collective participation for the
Leadership. : realization of justice. Rooted in religious foundations and Islamic culture,
: this model can be utilized as an indigenous and effective framework for
educational systems.

Citation: Keramatifard, M., & Norollahee, S. (2026). A thematic analysis of Nahj al-Balagha to formulate
a model of distributed leadership rooted in Islamic teachings. Applied Educational Leadership, 7(3), 161-
178. Persian. [http://dx.doi.org/10.22098/AEL.2026.19073.1676]

Mahin Keramatifard
Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy and Islamic Theology, Faculty of Literature and
Humanities, Malayer University, Malayer, Iran.
09183514861
m.keramati@malayeru.ac.ir


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2008-6369
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2423-723X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3545-8452
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-7037-9122
http://dx.doi.org/10.22098/AEL.2026.19073.1676
https://ael.uma.ac.ir/

A Thematic Analysis of Nahj al-Balagha to Formulate a Model of Distributed Leadership Rooted in Islamic Teachings

Extended Abstract
Introduction:

The efficacy of educational leadership is universally acknowledged as a critical determinant in achieving the
overarching goals of education systems (Yousefi et al., 2024). Leadership styles act as direct and indirect
facilitators, significantly influencing teacher performance and, by extension, student learning outcomes (Esmaeil
et al., 2025). While educational management focuses on administering the system and enforcing structures,
educational leadership is fundamentally concerned with enhancing the quality of teaching and learning,
fostering school development, and cultivating influential and thought-provoking leadership (Mahalat, 2021). In
contemporary educational landscapes, distributed leadership has emerged as a prominent paradigm, challenging
traditional, hierarchical models. Conceptualized initially in educational settings, it emphasizes the
decentralization of leadership responsibilities and the active participation of various stakeholders in decision-
making processes. Proponents argue that this approach promotes collaboration, enhances collective efficacy, and
ultimately improves school outcomes (Makanjuola et al., 2024). In a distributed framework, teachers, staff, and
other school community members become active decision-makers, sharing responsibility for student learning
and growth (Li et al., 2021).

Despite the rich theoretical development of modern distributed leadership models, a conspicuous research gap
persists: the predominance of frameworks derived from Western literature and the relative absence of models
deeply rooted in religious and cultural contexts, specifically the Islamic-Iranian tradition. Most prevalent
models, including the influential framework proposed by Spillane (2006), which emphasizes the interaction
between leaders, followers, and organizational situations, originate from a secular, Western perspective. While
these models have proven valuable, there is a growing recognition of the need for indigenous leadership
paradigms that resonate with local cultural and religious values.

This study addresses this gap by turning to Nahj al-Balagha, the seminal collection of sermons, letters, and
sayings of Imam Ali (AS), the first Shia Imam. Recognized as a treasure trove of wisdom and leadership based
on authentic Islamic values, Nahj al-Balagha offers a profound philosophical and practical foundation for
governance and administration. Consequently, this research aims to extract and elucidate a model of distributed
leadership from the words of Imam Ali (AS) in Nahj al-Balagha. Utilizing Spillane's (2006) framework as an
analytical lens, the study seeks to demonstrate that the teachings of Imam Ali (AS) not only align with but also
enrich the core principles of distributed leadership, offering a time-tested, value-driven model for contemporary
educational settings.

Methodology:

This research is fundamental-theoretical in purpose and qualitative in nature. The data collection and analysis
were conducted using the qualitative method of thematic analysis. Thematic analysis provides a structured
approach for identifying, organizing, and analyzing meaningful patterns (themes) within qualitative data. The
research population consisted of the complete text of the sacred book Nahj al-Balagha. Given the extensive
nature of the text, purposive sampling was employed. Ten letters from Imam Ali (AS) were selected as the unit
of analysis. These letters were chosen for their direct or indirect relevance to concepts of management,
leadership, governance, and interaction with officials and the public. The selected sample included pivotal
letters such as Letter 53 to Malik al-Ashtar, Letter 31 to Imam Hasan al-Mujtaba (AS), and letters to various
governors and commanders.

The required data for this research were collected using the library research method and through an in-depth
study of the text of Nahj al-Balagha. The data collection instrument involved systematic note-taking of all
sentences, phrases, and propositions related to the concepts of leadership and management within the sampled
sections. The data coding and analysis processes were conducted manually, without the use of software.

Results:

The thematic analysis of the ten letters from Imam Ali (AS) successfully yielded a rich set of codes that were
systematically mapped onto the five dimensions of Spillane's (2006) distributed leadership model. A total of 94
initial open codes were identified. The distribution of these codes across the five dimensions is summarized in
Table 1 below.

Table 1: Distribution of Identified Codes across Distributed Leadership Dimensions

Distributed Leadership Number of Percentage of Codes
Component Identified Codes

Mission and Vision 18 19.15%
Shared Decision-Making 12 12.77%
Professional Development 15 15.96%
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Distributed Leadership Number of Percentage of Codes
Component Identified Codes

Leadership Experiences 23 24.47%
Organizational Culture 26 27.65%

Total 94 100.00%

The analysis revealed that the letters, particularly Letter 53 to Malik al-Ashtar (which contained 58 codes, over
50% of the total), are profoundly rich in components of distributed leadership. The heaviest emphasis was
placed on Organizational Culture (27.65%) and Leadership Experiences (24.47%), indicating the paramount
importance of these two components in Imam Ali's (AS) managerial system. This was followed by Mission and
Vision (19.15%), Professional Development (15.96%), and Shared Decision-Making (12.77%), demonstrating a
comprehensive distribution of leadership dimensions across the texts. Key findings within these dimensions
included the foundational role of justice in the shared mission, the strategic imperative of consultation in
decision-making, the emphasis on meritocracy and continuous supervision for professional development, the
redefinition of leadership as a service-oriented trust, and the cultivation of a culture based on transparency,
equity, and accountability. The leadership model emerging from these letters is participatory, accountable,
justice-centric, and people-oriented, with its components fully aligning with the five dimensions of Spillane's
distributed leadership framework.

Discussion and conclusion

This study successfully achieved its objective of formulating a model for distributed leadership based on the
teachings of Nahj al-Balagha. The findings demonstrate that the themes extracted from the words of Imam Ali
(AS) align coherently with Spillane's (2006) five-dimensional framework, thereby revealing a rich and
systematic model of distributed leadership. The resulting model defines leadership as a "divine trust centered on
service and collective participation for the realization of justice."

The discussion highlights several critical intersections. The Shared Mission and Vision in this model are
unequivocally centered on justice, aligning with Spillane's concept of a unifying goal but grounding it in a
profound moral imperative. Shared Decision-Making is elevated from a mere technique to a strategic and
religious principle through the emphasis on Shura (consultation), directly corresponding to the participatory and
collective forms of distribution in modern theory. Professional Development is operationalized through merit-
based appointments and continuous supervision, fostering capacity building as emphasized in distributed
leadership literature. The dimension of Leadership Experiences is revolutionary, framing leadership not as
power but as a service-oriented trusteeship (Amanah), which decentralizes responsibility and empowers all
members of the organization. Finally, the primacy of Organizational Culture in the findings underscores the
necessity of a supportive environment built on justice, honesty, and trust for distributed leadership to flourish, a
point strongly supported by contemporary research (Harris et al., 2022).

In conclusion, the leadership conduct of Imam Ali (AS) in Nahj al-Balagha embodies an advanced and
comprehensive model of distributed leadership. This model, with its core tenets of justice and service, is built
upon the active participation of all stakeholders, the continuous development of individual and group capacities,
and the establishment of an organizational culture rooted in authentic Islamic values. The extracted pattern
demonstrates that distributed leadership in Islamic teachings is not merely a management technique but a
philosophy of governance and an organizational lifestyle deeply embedded in foundational beliefs. This model
can serve as a native, effective, and ethically-grounded framework for Iran's educational systems and other
organizations seeking management models aligned with Islamic-Iranian culture. Future research is
recommended to expand the analysis to the sermons and maxims of Nahj al-Balagha, develop quantitative
instruments based on this model, and test its effectiveness in real-world educational settings.
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