Quarterly Journal of Nahj al-Balagha Research @ ®

Vol. 12, No. 45, Spring 2024
DOI: 10.22084/nahj.2024.29301.3053

Developing a governance model based on the 53rd
letter of Nahj al-Balagha

(Research Articl)
Amin Pashaei Houlaso!"

Submission Date: 4 April 2024 Revision Date: 29 April 2024
Acceptance Date: 25 May 2024
(Page 103-132)

Abstract

Based on Letter 53 of Nahj al-Balagha, the ideal governance model in Islam
is founded on justice, piety, public engagement, and peace-building. In this
model, the ruler must be just, pious, knowledgeable, and efficient, with a
strong commitment to ensuring the welfare and well-being of the people.
Respecting public opinion and employing consultation in decision-making are
also fundamental principles in this framework. This study aims to develop a
governance model based on Letter 53 by harmonizing and structuring its key
concepts into an actionable governance framework. The final model,
developed through thematic analysis and an open, axial, and selective coding
process, comprises eight main dimensions, 27 concepts, and 212 indicators.
After refinement and consolidation, these elements were narrowed into a
precise and practical framework. The dimensions include "Principles and
Foundations of Governance in Islam,” "Characteristics of the Ruler,"
"Governance and Administration," "The Military," "Judges and Judiciary,"
"Social Justice," "Public Treasury and Financial Affairs," and "Relations with
Other Nations." All dimensions are interrelated and every dimension is
coherent with the others and achieved by analyzing the connections between
concepts and identifying their governance implications. For example, justice
as a fundamental principle is directly linked to such concepts as "transparency
in managing the public treasury” and "appointing just judges,” whose
outcomes are reflected in improved public welfare and social trust. Similarly,
principles like piety and public engagement enhance the ruler's legitimacy and
acceptance, which is materialized in consultation-based decision-making and
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interaction with the people. Key features of this model include:
"comprehensiveness," covering all aspects of governance; "depth," addressing
the nuances and intricacies of governance; and “practical relevance," rooted
in the real-life governance practices of Imam Ali (AS) during his rule. The
study concludes that the proposed model can serve as an inspiring framework
for improving governance in Islamic societies, fostering social justice,
enhancing administrative efficiency, and achieving sustainable development.

Keywords: Imam Ali, Nahj al-Balagha, Letter 53, Content Analysis.

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

Letter 53 of Imam Ali addressed to Malik al-Ashtar is a significant
historical document in Islamic tradition, delineating the principles of
governance and Islamic political philosophy. Written in 38 AHS, this letter
addresses themes such as justice, equitable administration, Islamic
governance, service to the people, knowledge and scholarship, humility,
and magnanimity. Imam Ali (peace be upon him) emphasizes the necessity
of implementing justice, addressing people's needs, consulting scholars in
decision-making, and adopting humility in the conduct of rulers. This study
employs qualitative and thematic analysis to extract the dimensions of ideal
governance from the text of the letter and proposes a theoretical model with
potential applicability in improving contemporary governance structures.
The research adopts a perspective rooted in justice-oriented and people-
centered governance to analyze the text. This perspective emphasizes social
justice, transparency, respect for citizens' rights, and accountability. In his
letter, Imam Ali (peace be upon him) presents power as a means to serve
the people and urges rulers to exercise humility and respect toward their
constituents.

2. Theoretical Framework

Letter 53 of Nahj al-Balagha, one of the most remarkable and enduring
works of Imam Ali (peace be upon him), serves as an unparalleled
document in the history of Islamic governance. With profound moral,
social, and political themes, this letter provides a comprehensive
framework for managing society. Addressed to Malik al-Ashtar, whom
Imam Ali appointed as the governor of Egypt, it includes recommendations
on justice, transparency, people-centric governance, respect for human
rights, and the significance of knowledge and scholarship. Analyzing this
letter not only facilitates a deeper understanding of Imam Ali's (peace be
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upon him) thoughts but also offers guidance for formulating the principles
and values of Islamic governance in contemporary times.

The theoretical framework of the present study is grounded in the
principles and values of Islamic governance highlighted in Letter 53 of
Nahj al-Balagha. These principles are as follows:

Justice-oriented Governance: Imam Ali (peace be upon him) considers
justice the cornerstone of governance, emphasizing that no sustainable
social structure can exist without it.

Accountability: The responsibility of rulers and their effective
engagement with the populace are presented as fundamental tenets.
People-centric Leadership: The letter urges rulers to act with fairness,
tolerance, and attentiveness to the needs of their citizens.

Transparency and Integrity: Imam Ali advocates for clarity and honesty
in decision-making and policy implementation.

Broader Relevance

In addition to embodying Islamic values, Letter 53 shares common
ground with contemporary governance theories such as good governance
and sustainable development. Comparing the concepts of this letter with
global objectives, including the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda,
demonstrates the practical applicability of the Islamic governance model at
the international level.

Dimensions of the Framework include the following:

Core principles: Justice, people-centric governance, transparency,
accountability, and ethical conduct;

Operational Approaches: Delegation of authority, consultation with
scholars and experts, support for the underprivileged, and strict action
against violators;

Expected outcomes: Promotion of social justice, strengthening
governance systems, improving public-state relations, and achieving
sustainable development;

Overall, Letter 53 of Nahj al-Balagha serves as an inspirational charter
and a guide for designing an Islamic governance model. It addresses the
needs of Islamic societies while offering adaptability to the challenges of
contemporary governance. This theoretical framework can be employed to
analyze governance systems and propose practical solutions for enhancing
governance and fostering societal development.

3. Research Method
This study aims to develop a governance model based on Letter 53 of Nahj
al-Balagha by employing a library-based method for data collection and
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thematic analysis for data interpretation. Thematic analysis is one of the
most commonly used methods for analyzing qualitative data, focusing on
identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns within the data. This method
involves organizing and extracting concepts from scattered textual data to
achieve a deeper understanding. Thematic analysis can be utilized either as
an independent approach or as an analytical technique within other
qualitative methodologies. In this approach, the researcher codes the data,
categorizes it, and identifies patterns both within and across datasets to
derive insights. The primary objective is to answer the question: "What do
the data convey?" By recognizing patterns, conceptual themes are extracted
from the data, providing a structured framework for the textual material.

4. Conclusion

Letter 53 of Imam Ali (peace be upon him) to Malik al-Ashtar serves as a
strategic charter for Islamic governance, outlining principles and concepts
across three foundational levels: foundational principles, policymaking and
implementation, and outcomes and implications. At the foundational level,
piety, justice, and religiosity are presented as the cornerstones of Islamic
governance. At the policymaking level, themes such as social justice,
merit-based appointments, fiscal management, participatory governance,
and the duties of military personnel are emphasized. Finally, outcomes such
as public satisfaction, security and stability, and sustainable development
are highlighted as key consequences of effective governance. The model
derived from this letter identifies eight dimensions, 27 concepts, and 212
indicators, demonstrating its comprehensiveness, depth, and applicability.
It underscores that Imam Ali’s (peace be upon him) principles of
governance remain relevant for addressing contemporary challenges, such
as reducing inequality, combating corruption, enhancing efficiency, and
achieving sustainable development. This model serves as an inspiration for
policymakers and administrators in crafting equitable policies and efficient
management strategies, thereby contributing to the advancement of Islamic
governance and the strengthening of societies.
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