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Abstract

Shi'a mourning rituals have undergone a complex trajectory of
transformation from the early Islamic centuries to the Safavid period,
gradually evolving from simple ceremonies into structured ritual practices
with performative and social dimensions. The primary aim of this study is
to examine the historical process of the transformation of Shi'a mourning
rituals from the Buyid era to the end of the Safavid period, with particular
emphasis on the emergence of ta'ziyeh and the development of ritual
symbolism within these ceremonies. The central hypothesis of this research
is that Shi'a mourning rituals—especially in the form of ta'ziyeh and through
the use of symbols such as the ‘alam (banner), nakhl (palm-shaped bier),
shamayel (iconic representations), and symbolic costumes—not only
reflected the religious sentiments of the Shi‘a community, but were also
systematically organized and institutionalized by governments, particularly
the Safavid state, as instruments for social cohesion, political legitimization,
and the reinforcement of religious identity. The methodology of this
research is descriptive-analytical and is based on historical documents,
library sources, jurisprudential texts, literary works, and accounts by
European travel writers. The findings indicate that the foundational elements
of legitimizing mourning rituals began to take shape during the Buyid era.
However, it was during the Safavid period—with the formal adoption of
Shi'ism as the state religion and the state's active support of these rituals—
that ta'ziyeh developed into the most prominent form of Shi'a religious
performance and emerged as a powerful cultural-political element.
Ultimately, this study demonstrates that mourning rituals—especially
ta'ziyeh—while preserving traditional elements, extended their functions
beyond grief and mourning and played a fundamental role in shaping the
social order and the religio-political identity structure of Safavid Iran.

Keywords: Shi'a mourning rituals, ta'ziyeh, ritual symbolism,
Safavid, political legitimacy, religious identity
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The evolution of Shi’a mourning rituals from the

Buyid era to the Safavid period represents a
remarkable  transformation  from  personal,
emotionally-driven  practices to  structured,
symbolic, and performative traditions with deep
political and sociocultural functions. In early
Islamic centuries, mourning rituals for Imam
Hussein (a.s.) were predominantly private, centered
in homes and mosques, and focused on reciting
elegies and recounting the tragedy of Karbala (Ibn
Qulawayh, 1997; Sheikh Mufid, 1994). However,
with the rise of the Buyid dynasty in the 10th
century, Shi’a rituals moved into public spaces,
especially in Baghdad, where the first state-
sponsored  mourning  processions  emerged
(Khateeb Baghdadi, 2001; Tabari, 1987). The
Buyid government legitimized and formalized
rituals through decrees, encouraging practices like
wearing black garments, closing shops on Ashura,
and public mourning through dirges and self-
flagellation (Mas'udi, 1989; Sabt Ibn Jawzi,
1993). This marked a turning point in Shi’a identity
formation, institutionalizing grief as a public
expression of faith and a means of sociopolitical
cohesion. Over time, these rites integrated
symbolism and performative elements, gradually
developing into more elaborate forms, culminating
in the emergence of ta’ziyeh during the Safavid
period. The Buyid endorsement of mourning rituals
laid the groundwork for a broader religio-political
narrative that would later be harnessed by the
Safavid state to unify and legitimize its authority
under the banner of Twelver Shi’ism (Ibn Athir,
1985).

The Safavid period, particularly under Shah Abbas
I, witnessed the flowering of ta’ziyeh as a distinct
religious theatrical genre that combined historical
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reenactment, dramatic performance, and symbolic
representation of the Karbala tragedy. Drawing on
earlier forms of religious storytelling and oral
lamentation, the Safavid rulers invested in
institutionalizing ta’ziyeh through state patronage,
allocating budgets, building performance venues,
and embedding it in official rituals (Kampfer,
1984; Sharden, 1977). Ta’ziyeh evolved as a
powerful medium for religious education and
emotional catharsis, accessible even to illiterate
masses through its use of vernacular language and
visual symbolism (Francois, 1985; Jalali-Zadeh,
2017). The performative aspects of ta’ziyeh,
including the portrayal of characters like Shimr and
Hussein, the use of iconic props like the dhuljanah
(riderless horse), the nakhl (palm bier), and the
alam (standard), became conduits for transmitting
theological messages, reinforcing collective
memory, and establishing Shi’a identity in the
Persianate world (Qomi, 1983; Sheikh Hurrr
Ameli, 1989). These representations not only
served religious and didactic purposes but also
supported the Safavid state's ideological goals by
emotionally binding the populace to the ruling
order. Thus, ta’ziyeh was not merely a religious
performance but a politically charged spectacle,
engineered to affirm the legitimacy and divine
sanction of Safavid rule (Nouri, 1988; Tavernier,
1973).

The integration of symbolism into Shi’a mourning
rituals, particularly during the Safavid era,
demonstrates how deeply material culture and
theatrical form were employed to structure
communal belief and political allegiance. Symbols
such as black and green flags, burning tents,
bloodied garments, and the solitary dhuljanah
communicated layered meanings of martyrdom,
justice, and resistance, which resonated with the
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emotional and spiritual sensibilities of the audience
(Jafarian, 2002; Tabari, 1987). These visual
codes played a crucial role in consolidating a
collective memory that was not only historical but
also performatively renewed each year through
Muharram commemorations (Falasafi, 1957). The
use of props like the nakhl in central Iranian cities
became regional expressions of Shi’a piety, turning
the physical manipulation of sacred symbols into
communal rituals that reinforced group identity.
Scholars have also emphasized the function of
these symbols in uniting diverse ethnic and
linguistic communities under a shared Shi’a
narrative (Dhahabi, 1987; Ibn Fahl Hilli, 1995).
As such, symbolic performance during mourning
ceremonies became a form of ritual
communication, capable of embedding abstract
theological doctrines into visceral, emotionally
potent experiences. This symbolic communication
was not only artistic but strategic, playing a role in
nation-building, religious indoctrination, and even
subtle social resistance during later periods such as
the Qajar and Constitutional eras (Kasravi, 1946;
Nazer al-Islam, 1983).

The socio-political function of Shi’a mourning
rituals was especially prominent under the Safavid
monarchy, which strategically co-opted these
practices to enhance state legitimacy and reinforce
orthodoxy. Through extensive sponsorship and
organization of ta’ziyeh performances, Safavid
rulers embedded the Karbala narrative into the
state's public sphere, linking their rule to divine
justice and martyrdom ideals (Akbari, 2011;
Rashidi, 2019). This alignment of state and
religion created a synergistic discourse in which the
monarchy was seen as a protector and executor of
Shi’a ideals. Foreign travelers such as Jean Chardin
and Engelbert Kaempfer, who witnessed these
events, documented their grandeur and emotional
intensity, noting their impact on public sentiment
and political unity (Kampfer, 1984; Sharden,
1977). Scholars argue that the Safavid use of
ta’ziyeh was a form of political theater that
mirrored European court performances in function
if not form—designed to elevate royal authority

\AY

through religious imagery (Dubois, 2015;
Robinson, 2012). Furthermore, the inclusion of
allegorical characters and moral archetypes
allowed rulers to convey ideological narratives
under the guise of religious devotion, reinforcing
societal hierarchies while uniting subjects in a
shared emotional and spiritual experience. This
strategy was crucial for managing a multiethnic,
multi-lingual empire under the banner of a singular
religious identity.

An interdisciplinary framework is essential to
understanding the layered dynamics of mourning
rituals, particularly ta’ziyeh, in Shi’a culture.
Discursive theories highlight how religious
performances serve as sites for the negotiation of
power, identity, and memory, with ta’ziyeh acting
as a medium through which hegemonic discourses
of martyrdom, resistance, and piety are naturalized
(Hassanzadeh, 2003; Mojtahedi, 2011).
Symbolic anthropology and ritual theory likewise
help decode the visual and performative elements
of these rituals as culturally constructed languages
through which communities express their values
and cosmologies. The Safavid application of these
theories in practice—albeit unconsciously—
resulted in the crystallization of ritual forms that
could mobilize mass sentiment, communicate state
ideology, and reinforce communal loyalty through
embodied action (Sohrabi, 1999; Tizfahm, 2003).
Moreover, ta’ziyeh’s reliance on oral narration,
musical motifs, and theatrical space positioned it as
both a religious and cultural institution that
facilitated the circulation of dominant narratives. It
served as a ritualized “text” that reaffirmed the
legitimacy of Shi’ism while offering a platform for
emotional participation in a sacred past. The
continued performance of ta’ziyeh in the post-
Safavid era attests to its resilience as both a
theological and sociopolitical tool—capable of
adapting to changing power structures while
preserving core symbolic functions.

In conclusion, the transformation of Shi’a
mourning rituals from the Buyid era through the
Safavid period, culminating in the rise of ta’ziyeh,
reveals how religious ceremonies evolve into
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complex systems of meaning and authority.
Initially rooted in spontaneous expressions of grief,
these rituals were progressively shaped by
historical forces, theological doctrines, and
political agendas into codified performances that
encapsulate identity, ideology, and memory. The
Safavid state’s strategic patronage of ta’ziyeh and
its symbolism exemplifies how religious culture
can be instrumentalized to forge unity, project
legitimacy, and construct a sacred narrative that
binds rulers and ruled. While the essence of these
rituals remains devotional, their form and function
have continually responded to the shifting demands
of power and society. Through symbols, stories,
and spectacle, Shi’a mourning practices—
particularly ta’ziyeh—have left an indelible mark
on Iran’s historical consciousness, perpetuating a
cycle of remembrance that sustains and redefines
Shi’a identity across generations.
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