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Abstract

The present article critically examines the concept of structural holes in
social networks, with a particular focus on Chapter Seven of the television
program "Hosseinich Mo’alla" on the Instagram platform. It aims to redefine
the concept of “structural holes” within the indigenous cultural-religious
framework of Islamic societies and proposes the approach of "Islamic
Network Analysis." Employing a qualitative-combinative methodology that
includes Qualitative Social Network Analysis (QSNA), thematic analysis,
and multi-source content analysis, the study investigates the relational
structure, the role of intermediaries, and the impact of network gaps on
information flow and identity cohesion within the network.
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Extended abstract

This article critically interrogates Ronald Burt's theory of structural holes
within social networks and proposes a paradigm shift through the
introduction of "Islamic Network Analysis" (INA) as an alternative
analytical framework grounded in indigenous cultural-religious
epistemology. The study addresses a critical gap in the literature: the absence
of context-sensitive frameworks capable of capturing the complex interplay
of power, identity, and meaning within religious media networks in Islamic
societies. While Burt's theory (1992, 2004) has provided foundational
insights into how information gaps between network clusters create strategic
advantages for brokers, its direct application to Islamic contexts raises
profound epistemological and axiological concerns. Burt's framework rests
on individualistic ontology, value-neutral brokerage, and the
conceptualization of structural holes as opportunities for competitive
advantage—presuppositions that conflict fundamentally with Islamic ethics,
which prioritize collective welfare (maslahah), trust (amanah), justice (‘adl),
and sincere intention (niyyah), while viewing disunity as an existential threat
to the ummah.

Employing a qualitative-combinative methodology integrating Qualitative
Social Network Analysis (QSNA), thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006), and multi-source content analysis (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004),
this study examines the relational structure, intermediary dynamics, and the
impact of network gaps on information flow and identity cohesion within
Chapter Seven of the "Hosseinieh Mo'alla" television program on Instagram.
The corpus comprises 194 analytical units (posts) across 15 episodes,
purposively sampled from the program's official Instagram presence
(@maoallatv3). Data include videos, post texts, visual elements, hashtags,
and interactive metadata. Analysis proceeded through four stages: open
coding and thematic analysis; axial coding and thematic structuring;
semantic network modeling; and critical interpretation focusing on the
consequences of structural gaps for cohesion and legitimacy. Triangulation
and independent expert review ensured credibility.

The theoretical intervention of this research rests upon a fundamental
reconceptualization derived from rigorous Qur'anic lexical analysis.
Drawing from concepts such as fajj (wide paths between mountains), fatr
(creation), falaq (emergence of dawn), and sad' (natural fissure for growth),
the study distinguishes "resolutive gaps"—opportunities for innovation,
constructive questioning, and deepening inter-group communication. In
contrast, concepts rooted in shiqaq (deep fissures indicating discord), fatq
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(rending of connected things), and farj (disorder and imbalance) define
"problematic gaps” that engender social fragmentation, sectarian
polarization, and ultimately ~~precipitate~~ produce structural holes.
Critically, the Qur'anic concept of hufrah (pit or abyss of fire, Al 'Imran:
103) conceptualizes structural holes not as competitive advantages but as
existential threats to network survival—emerging from unresolved
problematic gaps that have been neglected or poorly managed. This
theoretical innovation directly challenges Burt's opportunity-centric view.

The findings reveal that network gaps within "Hosseinieh Mo'alla" bifurcate
into resolutive and problematic types. Problematic gaps—particularly those
rooted in sectarian boundaries between Shi'T and Sunni currents—disrupt
information flow, concentrate symbolic power among specific key actors,
and generate structural holes that threaten network existence. Key
intermediaries, including international youth reciters, clergy, Mahdi cultural
activists, and media producers, operate not as Burtian self-interested
entrepreneurs but as "just mediators" (muslihiin) whose actions are governed
by Islamic virtues. These intermediaries manage gaps intelligently by
facilitating information flow across disconnected network segments,
reducing sectarian tensions, and strengthening cohesion.

Thematic analysis identified seven macro-themes: (1) construction of
religious-political identity via media, (2) ritual renewal for collective
identity consolidation, (3) mediatization of religion as fusion of ritual and
entertainment, (4) dual identity construction (Iranian nationality and Shi'1
religion), (5) pattern-establishment for consolidating Islamic Revolution
discourse, (6) tradition-making as identity instrument, and (7) reconstruction
of the Mahdi ideal for political legitimacy consolidation. Each theme
manifests distinct gap dynamics and intermediary functions. Themes related
to martyrdom culture, Islamic Revolution discourse, and Mahdism employ
"moderate love" (mahabbat i'tidalT) for the Ahl al-Bayt to maintain political-
religious equilibrium. Themes involving ritual renewal and mediatization
demonstrate how media, through visual aesthetics, children's presence, and
creative digital art, generate resolutive gaps—such as questioning, criticism,
and innovation—while simultaneously facing threats from treacherous
actors and destructive auxiliary forces.

A critical finding concerns the significant underrepresentation of
prophethood (nubuwwah) relative to walayah (devotion to Imam 'Al7)
during Sha'ban—a month explicitly identified in Shi'7T traditions as
belonging to the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). Only two explicit
references to the Prophet appeared across all 194 posts, despite extensive
traditions emphasizing the centrality of prophetic veneration during this
month. While this imbalance has not yet generated immediate sectarian
polarization within the network, the theoretical model posits that sustained
neglect of prophetic discourse renders the network vulnerable to long-term
problematic gaps, particularly given the proximity of extremist elements and
destructive auxiliary forces to existing fault lines. Compensatory
mechanisms—the functioning of walayah and Mahdi discourses as buffers,
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the supra-religious identity of the Islamic ummah, and the network's
expansive nature—temporarily mitigate this vulnerability but do not
eliminate it.

The proposed Islamic Network Analysis framework advances three major
theoretical contributions. First, it accomplishes an ontological shift from
individualistic utility maximization to collective welfare, redefining
network positions as capacities for service rather than opportunities for
exploitation. Second, it provides the first systematic integration of Qur'anic
lexical analysis into network theory, distinguishing resolutive from
problematic gaps and reconceptualizing structural holes as existential
threats. Third, it offers an integrative model capable of explaining the
complex interplay between network structure, meaning-making processes,
and strategic management in religious media networks within Islamic
societies, contributing to the broader project of "decolonizing social theory".
Practically, the research offers actionable insights for cultural and media
policy-making in Islamic societies: balanced discursive representation of
prophethood and walayah to prevent inter-sectarian problematic gaps;
identification and strengthening of "loyalist intermediaries” who embody
trustworthiness, justice, and sincere intention; continuous monitoring of
destructive auxiliary forces proximate to problematic gaps; and proactive
management of resolutive gaps as opportunities for innovation without
compromising core cohesion. The study acknowledges limitations including
~~single-case-study focus~~ its single-case-study focus, suggesting future
comparative research across diverse religious media networks in the Islamic
world, longitudinal studies capturing network evolution over time, and
extension of the INA framework to economic, scientific, and political
networks within Muslim societies. Ultimately, this research demonstrates
that Islamic Network Analysis constitutes not merely an application of
existing methods to new contexts but a fundamentally novel paradigm
emerging from Islamic epistemology, with significant implications for
understanding power, identity, and meaning in digitally mediated religious
networks.
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