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Abstract

This article discusses the philosophy of phenomenology and provides a basis for explaining the
intellectual foundations and philosophical ideas of Maurice Merleau-Ponty in understanding
rituals and ritual performances. Using a descriptive—analytical method and drawing on library
sources and reliable online databases, the study examines phenomenology and the key concepts
of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical system as its theoretical framework. With a focus on
concepts such as embodiment, subject—object, body—mind, body—space, bodily intertwining,
perceptual horizon, the pre-cognitive relationship between the subject and the surrounding
world, the lived world, intentionality, the relation between self and other, and the lived body,
this study presents an analytical approach to how ritual performances can be understood.
The general approach of this research is phenomenology, and more specifically, Merleau-
Ponty’s embodied phenomenology. This article explains ritual performances through the
lens of Merleau-Ponty’s philosophical framework, demonstrating how his phenomenological
concepts provide a robust foundation for the study and analysis of ritual action. The findings
show that the process of communication, through continuous, interactive, and interconnected
participation of all subject—objects as part of the immediate reality of the lived world, takes on
a ritual form of existence. This process is grounded in the lived experience of self and other
and is realized through their direct presence in the lived world of the ritual. This situation
emerges through encountering the unknown other and through embodied interaction within
the context of rituals. Such encounters gain meaning through intersubjective relations among
all subject—objects present in the space of the ritual event.
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1. Introduction

Iranian ritual performances have developed over time, emerging from rituals and mourning
ceremonies in different forms. Therefore, these performances are rooted in popular culture
and religious perspectives. Merleau-Ponty emphasizes the intertwined relationship between
subject and object in interactive and participatory communication within ritual processes.
From his point of view, the body serves as the point of connection between the inner and
outer worlds of participants in ritual performance.

2. Research Method
This study is based on a descriptive—analytical method and uses library and online sources.

3. Results

The Phenomenological Philosophical Foundations of Merleau-Ponty

Merleau-Ponty believes that perception and awareness are not separate from lived
experience in the world. Perception is directly connected to the lived body. The lived body
refers both to the body that experiences the world and the body that is experienced. To
explain concepts such as embodiment, the lived body, and the body—mind relation, he
refers to the idea of action as practice. He argues that these concepts are interconnected and
are understood within the framework of bodily action, movement, and interaction, as well
as the relationship and engagement between subject and object in the world.

Ritual and Performance in Iran

In Iran, traditional performances appear in seven main forms:

1. ritual and ceremonial performances

2. caravan performances

3. public square and street performances

4. storytelling and oral performances

5. puppet shows and shadow plays

6. ruhozi (comic courtyard plays) and joyful performances

7. ta ziyeh (passion play or religious reenactment)

Ta’ziyeh is a religious and mournful ritual performance based on the tragedies that befell
the family of the Prophet of Islam. At its center are the events of the martyrdom of Imam
Hussein—the third Imam of the Shi’a—and his followers, who were killed by Yazid,
the Umayyad caliph, in the month of Muharram in 61 AH (680 CE). The performance
of ta’ziyeh is a combination of dramatic acting and reenactment, lamentation chanting,
singing, storytelling, and narration, all accompanied by music.

Interactive Participation of the Audience in Ritual Practices

From an intellectual and philosophical point of view, the audience’s encounter with ritual
practices and performances consists of four main components:

1. the emergence of the audience’s personal awareness when facing repeated motifs

in the ritual;

2. sensory perception of the action taking place;

3. sensory and perceptual engagement with all the visible elements present in the
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performance space, such as color, light, costume, and music;

4. embodied connection and active, interactive participation, closely linked with

other audience members and performers.

Audience Sensory Perception in Encountering Ritual Performance: A Participatory Space
The intertwining of the body in the lived world closely aligns with the mystical idea of
“unity in multiplicity” and with the form of fa ziyeh ritual performance. Although the
audience is multiple, their vision, often shaped by circular movement, leads toward unity
and wholeness. This way of engaging with the ritual, from the audience’s perspective, is
fully consistent with Merleau-Ponty’s ideas in the visible and the invisible. He argues that
our body is both an object and a subject at the same time.

Audience Sensory Perception in Encountering Ta ziyeh: Empathy

A key feature of ta ziyeh is its ability to create a sense of transformation in the audience, a
change in feeling that often occurs in ritual settings. Empathy is a perceptual phenomenon
that arises from the audience’s direct and pure encounter with the atmosphere created in the
performance space and with all its elements. The close connection between these visible,
physical elements and the sensory and emotional aspects leads to the formation of empathy
in the audience, creating a kind of emotional catharsis.

Audience Self-Reflexivity in Encountering Ashura Ritual Practices

Reflexivity is a concept used to describe a specific way of mind—body engagement with
phenomena, in which the mind, within the process of perception, simultaneously occupies
both the position of subject and object. From this perspective, the spectator engages with
the event through a sensory process based on seeing (all visual elements of the ritual),
hearing (mourning chants, elegies, music, and recitations), smelling (the scent of rosewater,
incense, and similar elements), tasting (ceremonial drinks and offerings), and bodily feeling.
In this embodied way, perception becomes a lived and experiential process of reception.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

In the performance process of Iranian ritual theatre such as ta ziyeh, the audience actively
participates in the enactment of the performance. Ta ziyeh is not an object to be merely
seen, thought about, or judged, where the audience remains a passive observer. Rather,
it is the simultaneous presence of both performers and spectators, along with their
embodied experience and perception, that constructs the lived world of ta ziyeh and brings
its events into being. In this process, performers place themselves before the audience
in a way that exposes them to being seen, in order to establish communication with
spectators. Accordingly, and based on Merleau-Ponty’s ideas, the lived world of ta ziyeh
can be understood as a Merleau-Pontian lived world, formed through the intertwining of
all subject—object relations present within this shared life-world. This Merleau-Pontian
perspective offers a productive framework for understanding the relationship between
performers and audiences in Iranian ritual theatre. It also enables us to analyze and describe
ritual performances from a different and more nuanced point of view.
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