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Abstract

The Ta’ziyeh, a poetic, musical, and profoundly ritualistic performance, emerged
from the heart of Shia mourning traditions and is centered upon the tragic and
spiritually charged events of Ashura, the martyrdom of Imam Husayn and his
companions. This ritual performance, which uniquely and inextricably blends
elements of religion, art, ethics, and complex social relations into a single, living, and
dynamic whole, reached its unparalleled zenith during the fifty-year reign of Naser
al-Din Shah Qajar, a transformative period often designated by scholars as the
“Golden Age” of the Ta’ziyeh. During this era, it evolved from a simple, spontaneous,
and locally organized form of popular devotion into a multifaceted, highly organized,
and state-supported “ritual performance institution” firmly established at the very
heart of Iran’s urban, political, and cultural life, most notably in the newly constructed
capital, Tehran. This period, which coincided with the initial, often unsettling signs of
modernization, the increasing penetration of Western culture, the emergence of
new media such as the press and photography, and the onset of profound socio-
economic transformations, provided an unparalleled and fertile context for the
flourishing of this ritual performance. It was a context in which the deeply conflicting
forces of raw emotion and calculated rationality, deeply held popular beliefs and
overarching state policies, and time-honored indigenous art forms and novel foreign
influences engaged in a dynamic, tense, and creatively productive interaction, making
the Ta’ziyeh a unique arena for cultural negotiation and symbolic struggle. The
present study, adopting a rigorous qualitative approach and a systematic historical-
documentary method, undertakes an in-depth examination of the social functions of
the Ta’ziyeh in the Naseri era, moving beyond purely descriptive or historical
accounts. It specifically investigates the intricate and multi-layered ways in which this
institutionalized ritual performance was deeply intertwined with the structures of
political power, the active reproduction and public performance of a collective Shia-
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Iranian identity, and the maintenance and strengthening of social cohesion during a
critical historical juncture. The theoretical framework of this research is meticulously
grounded in a novel and productive synthesis of two seminal sociological and
anthropological theories: Victor Turner’s powerful and influential concepts of
“liminality,” “communitas,” and “anti-structure,” which explain the dynamics of ritual
processes, and Ferdinand Ténnies’ classic and enduring dichotomy of “Gemeinschaft/
Gesellschaft” (community/society), which provides a lens for understanding different
forms of social organization. This synthesis is not a mere juxtaposition of concepts
but is formally and systematically articulated through the original analytical model of
the “liminal institution”, which was specifically devised and formulated in this
research to capture the paradoxical and dual nature of the Ta’ziyeh in its historical
context. This analytical model demonstrates with clarity and precision that the
Ta’ziyeh in the Naseri era was far more than a simple religious performance or a
collective mourning ritual; rather, it constituted a complex “liminal institution” that
operated simultaneously and effectively on two distinct but interconnected levels. At
the macro-social level, the formal rationality, organizational structure, and calculated
logic of “Gesellschaft”—manifested concretely in the construction and spatial
organization of the grand Takyeh Dowlat (the Royal Theater); the systematic state
funding and court patronage; the formation and professionalization of dedicated
performance troupes; the meticulous division of labor; and the written, authored
scripts—were strategically and purposefully placed in the service of reproducing the
most deeply affective, emotionally charged, and spiritually binding elements of
“Gemeinschaft,” including profound social solidarity, a commonly held and intensely
felt religious faith, and the enduring, pre-modern bonds of tradition and kinship. In
other words, the cold, calculating rationality of the modernizing state and society
was paradoxically employed to manufacture, sustain, and amplify the warm, organic
solidarity of traditional community, creating a deeply paradoxical but highly functional
amalgamation. At the micro-social and experiential level, by creating a powerful and
immersive “liminal space” within the carefully designed architectural container of
the Takyeh Dowlat, the institution provided an intense, shared, and multi-sensory
experience of “communitas” for spectators drawn from the most diverse and
stratified social classes, from the Shah and his courtiers down to the humblest urban
and rural dwellers, thereby temporarily dissolving or suspending the rigid,
hierarchical, and seemingly immutable social boundaries and distinctions that
governed everyday life in Qajar Iran. The findings of this research reveal a crucial and
original insight: this seemingly liberating and equalizing communitas was, in fact, a
carefully “controlled anti-structure,” a concept that constitutes one of the key
theoretical innovations of this study. The profoundly egalitarian, justice-seeking, and
inherently anti-structural emotional and symbolic energy embedded in the sacred
narrative of Ashura—with its stark moral contrast between the righteous, oppressed
Imam Husayn and the tyrannical, illegitimate Caliph Yazid—was not allowed to flow
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freely or to translate into any form of genuine political threat to the established
order. Rather, it was strategically acknowledged, publicly honored, and even
spectacularly celebrated, but simultaneously and effectively harnessed, channeled,
and contained within the meticulously managed, architecturally hierarchical, and
symbolically charged space of the Takyeh Dowlat, under the watchful and legitimizing
symbolic presence of Naser al-Din Shah himself, who watched the performance from
a special royal chamber. Through this ingenious and largely implicit mechanism of
ritual management and spatial control, the potentially subversive and destabilizing
energy of the Ashura narrative was deftly transformed from a latent threat to the
political order into a powerful and renewable source for the continuous reproduction,
reinforcement, and public affirmation of monarchical legitimacy and the sanctified
authority of the Qajar state apparatus. The documentary sources analyzed in this
study, including the memoirs of courtiers such as Etemad al-Saltanah’s “Hujjat al-
Sa’ada fi Hujjat al-Shahada,” the travelogues of foreign diplomats like Count de
Gobineau, and the remaining visual evidence such as Kamal al-Mulk’s paintings and
photographs of the Takyeh Dowlat, consistently attest to the central role of the
Ta’ziyeh in the cultural and political landscape of the Naseri period. These sources
reveal not only the immense scale and lavish expenditure devoted to the
performances, but also the active and visible participation of the Shah himself, who
attended the Ta’ziyeh regularly, and the diverse social composition of the audiences,
which included courtiers, religious scholars, merchants, guild members, artisans,
common urban dwellers, and even, on occasion, non-Muslim religious minorities
such as Christians and Zoroastrians. This broad and heterogeneous participation
transformed the Ta’ziyeh into a veritable microcosm of Qajar society, a space where
the hierarchical social order was both visibly affirmed through segregated seating
arrangements and momentarily transcended through the shared, emotionally
overwhelming experience of collective grief and sacred lamentation. The
professionalization of the performers, some of whom achieved considerable fame
and were directly patronized by the court, alongside the literary refinement of the
scripts by court poets and scribes, further illustrates the institutionalization and
rationalization of what had once been a predominantly folk and spontaneous ritual
practice, reinforcing its dual character as both a living tradition of the community and
a calculated instrument of the state. Thus, the study concludes that the Ta’ziyeh in
the Naseri era functioned as a sophisticated and highly effective “ritual-political
technology,” a concept that encapsulates the seamless fusion of sacred ritual practice
and calculated political utility. By masterfully and paradoxically intertwining the
seemingly opposed forces of modern instrumental logic and enduring traditional
structures, it successfully engendered a distinct, indigenous, and historically specific
form of “ritualistic modernity” in Iran. This was a modernity that did not advance
through the wholesale elimination, suppression, or secular rejection of deeply rooted
Shia traditions, as predicted by classical, linear theories of modernization. Instead, it
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advanced through the strategic appropriation, calculated rationalization, spectacular
elaboration, and symbolic direction and control of the most powerful, emotionally
resonant, and socially embedded traditional institutions. These comprehensive
findings demonstrate that, on the critical historical threshold of Iran’s complex and
often turbulent entry into modern social, political, and cultural relations, the Ta’ziyeh
played a decisive, multifaceted, and previously under-analyzed role in actively and
continuously reproducing a deeply felt Shia-Iranian collective identity, powerfully
strengthening the fabric of social cohesion across class and regional lines, and
effectively legitimizing the ruling political structure by presenting it as the divinely
sanctioned protector and patron of the nation’s most sacred rituals and narratives.

Keywords: Ta’ziyeh, Naseri Era, Takyeh Dowlat, Ritual Performance, Collective
Identity, Power, Liminal Institution
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7. communitas 8. performance studies 9. Ferdinand Tonnies
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13. Ritualistic Modernization

105 1 8 patllaase g (sasolS ozl dooy3 o Udig0 o IOIVAY) Slgy ol o

uspols age ayel (lBgSuis )3 )lo pas ol Labogeleiz] Jelse 53 d1Fee) Ldyaame o S 15 wliaiSanl «
ou(1) D0 uihiclelho

wligle 1005 dhadle dedly byl (sltlleey 20lpsill e 8 s0lesall e (B W) )l (yasmrdacme it lualolais] «
’ g

-0l olellbe g oSy 0led o pladil ¥ YY) pliga il «

35 i3 0 ey il g i Ly WY F) A eludis o

Sy g sale pitiiplhedisailo dgels dasyiiflamdin on rid dyfeiWHY) g SangeSle «

35y i oS 0 g i e laizl digii(WYY) Mz gyl o

(Sayd g ale 10yl b 2,90 LD LT los dyieig doji o tiagin WAF) dbleglic qsasgd »

o lilidnllhe syget cloizl pale 1o solinnl Ligiy izl gy (o IWAF) Olasliiieye tamm i Bolo «
AN (YA Kiad o) ol solgils o

- 05 Lo g g dpiei(IWe) daso e lase -

B 505 (i o ) S ATAIN) Sl GBS 8 s

o S S ol bl slody big deio iz L(\WAF) ol 29S8 «

o5 03 ikl (g0l Aoy 3 i AT i (sLolad(\WAY) Bggl Sl o

Sl 5203 aubel (sige day o lelg HLENE) crag)lo iigud 1S «

Slows 331005 ielley g0 s doonyi i soldti/dondo i uciog i 1K) ag)loiiga) (S «

e Bell, Catherine. (1997). Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions. Oxford University Press.

e Coser, Lewis A. (1977). Masters of Sociological Thought: Ideas in Historical and Social Context (2nd
ed.). Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.

¢ Dunne, B., Pettigrew, J., & Robinson, K. (2016). Using historical documentary methods to explore
the history of occupational therapy. British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 79(6), 376-380.

e Lincoln, Y., & Guba, E. (1985). Naturalistic Inquiry. Sage.

e Martin, J. (2017). Historical and documentary research. In L. Cohen, L. Manion, & K. Morrison
(Eds.) , Research methods in education (8th ed.). Routledge.

* Rappaport, Roy A. (1999). Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity. Cambridge University
Press.

e Schechner, Richard. (2003). Performance Theory. Routledge.
e Shafer, R. J. (1974). A Guide to Historical Method. Dorsey Press.

e Tonnies, Ferdinand. (2001). Community and Civil Society (J. Harris, Ed. & Trans., & M. Hollis, Trans.).
Cambridge University Press. (Original work published 1887)

e Tosh, John. (2010). The Pursuit of History: Aims, Methods and New Directions in the Study of Mod-
ern History. Longman.

e Turner, Victor. (1969). The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. Aldine Publishing.



(0L paas y0 43355 b lidasoler Jaloxs 1 Soy)IS 5 il rilod sles
Vo 5 AY doxiio = (00 ayo = linsys dabl -

e Zivaralam, E., Khajehi, Y. (2024). Feminine Ta’zieh: Breaking The Strict Masculine Wall By Iranian
Women In The Qajar Dynasty. Carapezza, V, 2. 259-286. DOI: 10.54103/2724-3346/27697



