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ABSTRACT

The present research aims to examine the function of Aristotelian catharsis and Brechtian
alienation and to evaluate the capacity of these two frameworks in explaining the audience's
experience in Iranian-Islamic Ta'ziyeh. The research employs a qualitative approach and a
comparative-interpretive method; data were collected through documentary and library methods
and examined through textual and conceptual analysis. In the first section, the concepts of
catharsis, fear, pity, plot, recognition, and reversal in Aristotle's theory are analyzed with
emphasis on Oedipus Rex. In the second section, alienation, the relationship between actor and
role, interruption, montage, the revelation of theatrical convention, and the mode of audience
encounter in Brecht's theater are examined, focusing on Mother Courage and Her Children and
The Exception and the Rule. In the third section, the Ta'ziyeh of the Martyrdom of Imam Husayn
(AS) is analyzed as an example of Iranian-Islamic ritual dramatic art and compared with the two
aforementioned models. The findings indicate that emotion and cognition are present in both
the Aristotelian and Brechtian models, but their organization and ultimate aim differ. In
Ta'ziyeh, the audience's prior awareness of the outcome of the event, the distinction of the
shabih-khan from the sacred persona, and the transparency of the theatrical convention do not
prevent emotional affect and, simultaneously with collective mourning, function through
Ashura memory and ritual participation. Therefore, the audience's experience in Ta'ziyeh cannot
be explained by catharsis or alienation alone; rather, this experience is formed by the
simultaneity of emotional affect, awareness of representation, performative distance, and ritual
participation.

Research Objectives:

1. A comparative analysis of how the relationship among emotion, cognition, and the
audience is organized in the Aristotelian model of catharsis and the Brechtian model
of alienation.

2. Explaining the emotional-ritual experience of the audience in the Ta'ziyeh of the
Martyrdom of Imam Husayn (AS) and assessing the capacities and limitations of
Aristotelian catharsis and Brechtian alienation in explaining this experience.

Research Questions:

1. What distinctions and common aspects exist between Aristotelian catharsis and
Brechtian alienation in how they organize the relationship among emotion, cognition,
and the audience?

2. To what extent are Aristotelian catharsis and Brechtian alienation capable of
explaining the emotional-ritual experience of the audience in the Ta'ziyeh of the
Martyrdom of Imam Husayn (AS), and what distinction does this experience have with
the two aforementioned models?
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Introduction

The book Poetics is one of the most important and coherent surviving works of antiquity
in the field of inventive or poetic wisdom. The concept of "catharsis" or "purification"
is one of the most important concepts in Aristotle's theory of tragedy, which in the
Poetics 1s discussed in connection with the emotions of fear and pity and the manner of
the play's effect on the audience. However, the precise meaning of catharsis has always
been a matter of dispute and has been interpreted from the purification and cleansing of
emotions to the ordering of the audience's emotional experience (McLeish, 1386: 189).
In contrast to this model, Bertolt Brecht, with epic theater and the technique of
"alienation" or "defamiliarization," sought to distance the spectator's relationship with
the play from complete absorption and passive acceptance and to provide the ground
for questioning, judgment, and reflection (Brecht, 1964: 91). Of course, this difference
should not be reduced to a simple opposition between "emotion" and "reason"; because
in new readings, Brechtian alienation does not necessarily mean the negation of emotion
and empathy; rather, its aim is to create the possibility of distancing again from the
emotional experience and returning the spectator to the position of reflection and
judgment (Frimberger, 2022: 664).

The problem of the relationship among emotion, distance, and awareness becomes more
important when it is examined in the context of Iranian-Islamic arts, especially ritual
dramatic arts. The audience's experience in Iranian art is not merely the result of the
formal features of the work; rather, it is connected with the social, cultural, and semantic
contexts of the work's reception. Afzali et al. (1402) have shown that the social and
cultural conditions of the audience can influence the manner of understanding an
artwork (Afzali et al., 1402: 29). Also, Hosseini Darbeh-ye Rizi, Mehraeen, and
Ghadimi have emphasized the connection among artistic form, social context, and the
process of meaning production in Iranian art (Hosseini Darbeh-ye Rizi et al., 1402:
230). Therefore, in the study of ritual arts, the manner of the audience's encounter with
the work must be examined in connection with the cultural and semantic system within
which the work is produced and received.

In this context, Ta'ziyeh or shabih-khani is one of the most important manifestations of
Iranian-Islamic dramatic art, whose structure has a fundamental connection with the
religious culture of Shi'ism, Ashura memory, and the mourning rituals of Muharram.
The formation and evolution of Ta'ziyeh have been connected with the centering of the
martyrdom of Imam Husayn (AS) and the event of Karbala in the collective memory of
Shi'ites, and for this reason, its narrative, characters, signs, and manner of audience
participation cannot be separated from its religious and ritual context (Aghaie, 2005:
46). In Ta'ziyeh, emotion is not merely a tool for dramatic effect; rather, it is connected




A Comparative Study of the Function of Catharsis in Greek Tragedy and Iranian... 3

Majid Shafei Shiraz and other co-authors

with mourning, empathy with the saints of religion, the re-creation of the memory of
Ashura, and participation in the collective experience of the sacred. For this reason, the
examination of Ta'ziyeh in the field of Islamic arts requires simultaneous attention to
its dramatic, ritual, doctrinal, and emotional dimensions. The Islamic and Shi'i identity
of Ta'ziyeh is not summarized only in its content; rather, it also appears in the visual
and material structure of the performance. Colors, clothing, weapons, standards (‘alam),
and other elements used in Muharram rituals, in addition to their performative function,
can carry historical and religious significations. Collinet shows that an important part
of the material culture associated with Muharram and Ta'ziyeh finds meaning in
connection with Shi'i devotional art, and some objects transcend the level of theatrical
tools and become bearers of the memory of martyrdom and identity signs of the ritual
(Collinet, 2020: 229).

Therefore, Ta'ziyeh can be considered an arena of the coexistence of narrative, poetry,
music, color, clothing, ritual objects, and audience participation in shaping an artistic-
religious experience. Despite the powerful emotional capacity of Ta'ziyeh, its
performative structure is not limited to the complete absorption of the audience. Some
explicit performance conventions, including script-reading, color signs, conventional
modes of acting, and the maintenance of distance between the shabih-khan and the
historical persona, remind the audience that they are confronted with a "representation”
of the event. Hashim and Alizadeh show that in Ta'ziyeh, the performer does not claim
real unification with the sacred persona, and the audience also recognizes this distance
(Hashim & Alizadeh, 2020: 8). However, this formal similarity to some Brechtian
techniques should not lead to equating Ta'ziyeh with epic theater. In Ta'ziyeh, the
distance between role and performer operates within a religious and ritual system,
whereas Brechtian alienation was formed mainly with the aim of activating the
spectator's social and critical judgment. Therefore, faith, ritual participation, and the
audience's relationship with the characters of the Karbala event distinguish Ta'ziyeh in
terms of its foundations and purpose from Brechtian theater (Hashim & Alizadeh, 2020:
15). Accordingly, the audience's experience in Ta'ziyeh can neither be explained merely
by the concept of absorption and catharsis, nor can the existence of certain distance-
creating conventions be considered a sign of its being Brechtian. The research of
Khajehi and Biet shows that in contemporary Ta'ziyeh, emotional participation,
mourning, and religious belief are placed alongside awareness of the performative and
representational nature of the event, and the boundary between 'ritual" and
"performance" or "belief" and "representation" is not always absolute (Khajehi & Biet,
2023: 674). Therefore, one of the fundamental characteristics of Ta'ziyeh is the
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possibility of the simultaneity of emotional affect, awareness of theatrical convention,
ritual participation, and audience reflection.

In domestic research as well, some performative similarities between Ta'ziyeh and epic
theater have been noted, and Hakimi has pointed to the existence of narrative and
distance-creating elements in the performance method of Ta'ziyeh (Hakimi, 1402: 72—
74). However, the main gap is that the relationship among Aristotelian catharsis,
Brechtian alienation, and the audience's experience in Ta'ziyeh has been less examined
comparatively and critically within a framework that preserves the aesthetic and ritual
independence of this Iranian-Islamic art. On this basis, the main question of the research
is: To what extent can catharsis and alienation explain the emotional, ritual, and
reflective mechanisms of Ta'ziyeh, and can the audience's experience in Ta'ziyeh be
considered the result of the simultaneity of emotional affect and awareness of
representation? The aim of the present research is a comparative examination of the
function of catharsis and alienation in the manner of the audience's encounter with
Ta'ziyeh and an assessment of the capacity and limitation of these two concepts for
analyzing one of the most important Iranian-Islamic dramatic arts. The research has
been conducted with a qualitative approach and a descriptive-analytical method and
based on library sources.

Conclusion

The present research was conducted with the aim of a comparative re-reading of
Aristotelian catharsis and Brechtian alienation and assessing the capacity of these two
concepts for understanding the audience's experience in Iranian-Islamic Ta'ziyeh. The
findings indicated that the opposition between Aristotelian theater and epic theater
cannot be reduced to simple dichotomies such as "emotion versus reason," "passivity
versus action," or "static human versus dynamic human." In both models, emotion and
cognition are present; the main difference lies in how the relationship among emotion,
cognition, distance, and the audience's position is organized.

The analysis of Oedipus Rex showed that in the Aristotelian model, the audience's
emotional affect is linked with the structure of the plot, recognition, and the reversal of
the hero. From this perspective, catharsis is not merely the result of the intensity of
emotion or the audience's absorption; rather, knowledge of the relationships among
actions, the causes of events, and the meaning of suffering also plays a role in the
formation of the tragic experience. In contrast, the analysis of Mother Courage and Her
Children showed that Brecht, by employing alienation, interruption, montage, song, the
revelation of theatrical conventions, and the foregrounding of the contradictions of
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characters, seeks to accompany emotional affect with questioning and critical judgment.
Therefore, alienation also does not mean the elimination of feeling; rather, it is a change
in the quality of the audience's participation with the dramatic work.

The introduction of "the Ta'ziyeh of the Martyrdom of Imam Husayn (AS)" as a case
study revealed an important difference. The audience of this Ta'ziyeh is aware, before
the performance begins, of the identity of the characters and the outcome of the event,
and knows that the shabih-khan is not the historical-sacred persona himself;
nevertheless, this awareness does not prevent the formation of mourning, affect, and
ritual participation. Therefore, in Ta'ziyeh, "distance from representation" and
"emotional involvement" are not two conflicting states but two simultaneous
components of the audience's experience. Prior awareness, Ashura memory, religious
belief, and collective participation, alongside performative elements, create a structure
of the audience's experience that can neither be explained by Aristotelian catharsis nor
by Brechtian alienation alone.

This finding also clarifies that the similarity of certain performative features of Ta'ziyeh
with Brecht's theater should not lead to equating these two dramatic systems. In Brecht's
theater, alienation operates mainly in the direction of problematizing social reality and
providing the possibility of critical judgment, whereas in Ta'ziyeh, the distinction of the
shabih-khan from the persona, awareness of the outcome of the event, and the
conventionality of the stage find meaning within a ritual-doctrinal context and are
linked with the remembrance of the Karbala event, mourning, and religious
participation. Similarly, the relationship of catharsis with concepts such as purification
and tazkiyah in the Islamic tradition must be understood on the basis of comparison and
proportion, not synonymization; because these concepts arise from different
philosophical, ethical, and religious contexts. Accordingly, three distinct models of the
audience's encounter with the dramatic work can be identified: in Aristotelian tragedy,
emotion and cognition are linked to each other through the organization of the plot,
recognition, and reversal; in Brecht's epic theater, emotional involvement is
accompanied by critical distance and the possibility of judgment; and in Ta'ziyeh,
awareness of representation is simultaneous with emotional-ritual participation,
religious memory, and prior knowledge. The innovation of the present research also lies
in this three-way proportioning; in the sense that Ta'ziyeh has entered into dialogue with
the two theoretical traditions of Aristotle and Brecht not as a secondary example for
localizing the discussion, but as an independent model.

Ultimately, the results indicate that Ta'ziyeh possesses a special logic of audience
experience in which affect and awareness, distance and participation, representation and
belief, and the artistic and the ritual operate simultaneously. Therefore, understanding
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it requires preserving the historical, doctrinal, and aesthetic independence of Iranian-
Islamic dramatic art. Given the textual and interpretive nature of the research, the
present results pertain to the theoretical and aesthetic structure of the works examined
and cannot be generalized to the actual reaction of all Ta'ziyeh audiences; therefore, it
is suggested that future research, using performance observation, interviews with
audiences, and comparison of several Ta'ziyehs, examine how performative distance,
prior knowledge, and emotional-religious participation interact in the actual experience
of spectators.
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