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Introduction and Problem Statement

Power distance, as one of the six dimensions in Hofstede's organizational culture model, is a key
indicator for measuring the acceptance of unequal power distribution in human societies. In the
political realm, this concept reflects the extent to which citizens and governmental institutions
perceive power hierarchies as inherent and unchangeable. In societies with high power distance,
leaders are often portrayed as beyond criticism, and exaggerated flattery becomes a tool for gaining
privilege. In contrast, societies with low power distance institutionalize critique as a norm and
consider accountability the foundation of political legitimacy. Among powerholders in high-power-
distance societies, Hobb al Itra’ (an inclination toward excessive praise) is prevalent; a phenomenon
condemned in Islamic teachings for its destructive consequences on governance. Exaggerated praise
distorts a leader's self-awareness, fostering arrogance and negligence. Ultimately, this undermines the
integrity of the political system and institutionalizes administrative corruption.

This study examines 'self-praise’ (Hobb al Itra’) from an ethical perspective within the intellectual
framework of the First Imam of Shi’a Islam - a framework that, after 14 centuries, continues to
manifest its influence in the thought and conduct of both late and contemporary leaders of the Islamic
Republic of Iran. The two leaders of the Revolution of Iran, inspired by the behavioral school of Imam
Ali, have endeavored — and continue to endeavor - to emulate their exemplar in governance.
Regarding the necessity of this research, it must be stated that on one hand, introducing successful
models of religious governance grounded in divine revelation fundamentally undermines the arguments
of those who advocate for the separation of religion and politics. This refers to a governance system
first established during the early Islamic era by the Imam Ali ibn Abi Talib, peace be upon him, which
re-emerged centuries later in a novel and unparalleled structure known as the Islamic Republic— a
political system whose leaders have meticulously adhered to Imam Ali's principles, both ideologically
and in practical governance.

On the other hand, the lived experience of the First Shi'a Imam and the leaders of the Islamic Republic
serves as a reliable source, offering researchers the opportunity to examine proven approaches to
governance — methods that have earned widespread admiration — and propose them as exemplary
models for leaders of other societies.

Literature Review

Although concepts related to power distance in the conduct of Imam Ali have been explored
in previous research — such as "An analysis of Imam Ali's managerial behavior based on power
distance" (Tabatabaei Nodoushan et al., 2022) — no comparative study with the leaders of the Islamic
Revolution has been conducted thus far. Moreover, the connection between excessive praise (Hobb al
Itra”) and the weakening of political system integrity has not been examined within the discourse of
contemporary political science. Accordingly, the novelty of this article lies in integrating Hobb al Itra’
as a jurisprudential-ethical concept with the "power distance index" in political science.

Research Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical method and relies on library-based resources, conducted
in two phases: First Phase: All relevant propositions concerning "Hobb al Itra’" were extracted from
narrational (Hadith) texts. Subsequently, a qualitative content analysis was conducted on the speeches
of Imam Khomeini in Sahifah-ye Imam and the statements of Ayatollah Khamenei. Second Phase: The
responses of Imam Ali and the two leaders of the Revolution were classified into two axes: Negative
& Positive. Subsequently, the data obtained in the initial phase were analyzed through conceptual
matching between micro-measures of power distance and mechanisms of prohibition against flattery'
(nahy al Itra’) in Islamic texts.

Findings Section
In Imam Ali's speech, the Hobb al Itra’ is identified as a reprehensible behavior whose detrimental
consequences encompass both religious and worldly affairs of humankind. This phenomenon has been
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described by Islamic scholars such as Mulla Ahmad Naraqt as a moral malady that leads to the loss
of true human perfection and fosters hypocrisy (Riya) and dissimulation (Nifaq). Imam Ali explicitly
characterizes the love of Hobb al Itra’ as one of Satan's most formidable opportunities that paves the
way for the corruption and destruction of human deeds.

One of the signs of the immorality of excessive praise is Imam Ali’s comparison of it to “a foul-
smelling wind in the heart,” which reveals its connection to the moral vices mentioned in the Holy
Qur’an, such as hypocrisy and hardness of heart. Furthermore, in the words of Imam Ali, exaggerated
praise leads to self-conceit and heedlessness in the person who is praised, resulting in a distorted self-
perception and a false understanding of oneself. Imam Ali describes both excessive praise and blame
as the greatest forms of folly, standing in stark contrast to wisdom, and asserts that such behavior
traps a person in a vicious cycle of arrogance and misjudgment.

Throughout the hadiths of Imam Ali, the perspective on the Hobb al Itra’ is consistently ethical in
nature, such that even the cognitive discussions related to it are analyzed within the framework of
adherence to moral principles. Imam Ali’s hadiths, primarily focus on the primary and secondary
ethical consequences of this phenomenon. In the context of interactions with government officials,
these teachings can be interpreted as part of the professional ethics of management. Notable examples
of this approach include warnings against exaggeration, recommendations to cultivate officials who
do not excessively praise their superiors, and elucidations of the connection between “excessive
praise” and the emergence of arrogance and insubordination.

Comparative Section of the Study: The findings indicate that Imam Khomeini and Ayatollah
Khamenei, drawing inspiration from the Alawi tradition, have manifested three major signs of
distancing themselves from the Hobb al Itra’ in their thoughts and behaviors:

1. Expressing Disdain for Comparison with the Ahl al-Bayt: Both leaders have repeatedly and
decisively rejected any comparisons between themselves and the Prophets or the Imams. Imam
Khomeini regarded such comparisons as sources of arrogance, intellectual decline, and regression,
while Ayatollah Khamenei described the non-infallible as “plants in the polluted environment of
the world,” deeming any attribution of the qualities of the Ahl al-Bayt to others as incorrect.

2. Explicit Criticism of Exaggerated Praise: The two leaders of the revolution have adopted corrective
stances in response to excessive commendations. Imam Khomeini characterized self-praise as a
kind of illness and “magnificence-selling,” whereas Ayatollah Khamenei considered phrases such
as “melte away in devotion to leadership” or “my life for the leader” to be contrary to Islamic
principles and undesirable. They emphasize that praise is due only to God, and humans are merely
imperfect servants.

3. Deterring Society from the Hobb al Itra’: Both leaders have moderated public perceptions
regarding the immunity of officials through two key measures. The first measure involves
encouraging officials to accept criticism; Imam Khomeini viewed criticism of rulers as a right of
the people and a sign of self-development, while Ayatollah Khamenei regarded receptiveness to
criticism as obligatory and an inseparable part of executive work. The second measure includes
providing a model of apology by officials; Imam Khomeini apologized to the families of martyrs
for the system’s shortcomings, and Ayatollah Khamenei admitted errors in population policies,
thereby offering a practical example of humility and rejecting a safe haven for officials.

Conclusion

The Hobb al Itra’ (the love of flattery), as a cognitive rupture within power structures, is not only
presented as a demonic factor in the thought of Imam Ali but has also been challenged in the practical
conduct of the two Imams of the Revolution through mechanisms such as "structural receptiveness
to criticism," "the model of apology," and "the ethics of accountability." This approach redefines the
theoretical paradox in classical political science discourse — which often deems ethics incompatible
with the efficacy of power — by offering a model of authority combined with humility.

From the perspective of Power Distance Theory, this research yields at least two major outcomes:
First, it demonstrates that the "power distance" index in Islamic societies — relying on the Alawi and
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revolutionary traditions — is not solely based on the acceptance of inequality, but rather on ethical
moderating mechanisms that define the leader as a "trustee of the people" rather than a "privileged
owner." Second, the combination of "prohibition of flattery" in religious teachings with "public
oversight" in modern theories suggests a model where the reduction of power distance does not signify
a weakening of authority, but rather acts as a reinforcement of legitimacy through accountability.
The authors of this paper offer suggestions for future research: cross-cultural comparative studies
to assess the application of the "authority combined with humility" model in Islamic and non-
Islamic governance systems; a re-reading of Shi'a political theology texts centered on the concept
of "stewardship of power"; and the design of a composite index for ethics-oriented power distance
(EM-PDI) with an emphasis on the components of receptiveness to criticism, propensity for apology,
and accountability.
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