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This study examines Morteza Motahhari's historical-civilizational reading of
the Ashura movement and its impact on contemporary Iran's cultural
developments. Unlike previous research that has either focused on
theological-juridical aspects, reduced Ashura to an emotional or
revolutionary-political function, or lacked a coherent analytical framework,
this article introduces for the first time a combined "historical reading" and
"civilizational reading™ as a theoretical framework. The central question is
how Motahhari, against merely emotional and distorted interpretations,
reconstructed Ashura as a rational, reformist, and civilization-building
model. The study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library
and documentary sources. The findings reveal that Motahhari's reading
transformed Ashura into a dynamic source of meaning, significantly
contributing to cultural mobilization and the formation of the dominant
discourse in the decades leading to the Islamic Revolution. This study
distinguishes itself in four ways: analytical framework, historical scope,
systematic qualitative methodology, and findings demonstrating Ashura's
capacity for civilizational theory-building. Thus, it fills a crucial gap in
Motahhari and Ashura studies.
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Introduction

Morteza Motahhari's reading of the Ashura movement represents one of the most influential
attempts in contemporary Shi'i thought to reconstruct the event of Karbala as a rational, reformist,
and civilization-building paradigm. This study examines the historical-civilizational dimensions of
Motahhari's interpretation and its impact on the cultural transformations of contemporary Iran.
Despite extensive scholarship on both Motahhari's intellectual legacy and Ashura studies, the
systematic analysis of his reading as an independent civilizational theory—rather than merely a
theological, emotional, or revolutionary-political narrative—has remained largely neglected. The
present research seeks to fill this gap by introducing a combined framework of "historical reading”
and "civilizational reading” as an analytical model. The central question is how Motahhari, against
merely emotional and distorted interpretations, reconstructed Ashura as a rational, reformist, and
civilization-building model, and how this reading contributed to the formation of the dominant

cultural discourse in contemporary Iran.

The historical reading, as employed in this study, refers to an analytical-critical approach that goes
beyond mere narration of events to uncover the internal logic, causes, contexts, and meanings of
Ashura within its own temporal setting. This approach distinguishes between the historical reality
of the event and the later interpretations, myths, and distortions that accumulated over centuries.
The civilizational reading, by contrast, regards Ashura as a living source of meaning, a symbolic
capital, and a model of action capable of influencing the cultural, social, and civilizational
processes of a society across different eras. It seeks to extract universal principles—such as justice,
rational agency, reformist responsibility, and dignity—from a particular historical event to guide
collective action and cultural production in the present. Motahhari's project was fundamentally an
attempt to restore the "original historical-civilizational reading" of Ashura against the dominant
"emotional-distortive" interpretations that had reduced the event to a mere source of individual
grief and passive mourning. He argued that such distortions had obscured the rational, purposeful,
and reformist essence of Imam Husayn's movement. By emphasizing the conscious, reformist, and
civilization-building dimensions of Ashura, Motahhari transformed it into a dynamic source of
meaning that significantly contributed to cultural mobilization and the formation of the dominant
discourse in the decades leading to the Islamic Revolution.

Materials and Methods

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library and documentary sources. The
primary data consists of Morteza Motahhari's written works, particularly Hamaseh-ye Hosseini,
Khadamat-e Motegabel-e Islam va Iran, and his other relevant articles and lectures on Ashura and
civilizational thought. Secondary sources include analytical histories of Shi‘ism, scholarly works
on the cultural and intellectual history of contemporary Iran, and academic articles on Motahhari's
thought, Ashura studies, and Islamic civilization.

The analytical framework of this study is based on a combined model of "historical reading" and
"civilizational reading." The historical reading refers to an analytical-critical approach that goes
beyond mere narration of events to uncover the internal logic, causes, contexts, and meanings of
Ashura within its own temporal setting. This approach distinguishes between the historical reality
of the event and the later interpretations, myths, and distortions that accumulated over centuries.
The civilizational reading, by contrast, regards Ashura as a living source of meaning, a symbolic
capital, and a model of action capable of influencing the cultural, social, and civilizational
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processes of a society across different eras. It seeks to extract universal principles—such as justice,
rational agency, reformist responsibility, and dignity—from a particular historical event to guide
collective action and cultural production in the present.

For data analysis, the study employs systematic qualitative content analysis to extract the key
components and themes of Motahhari's historical-civilizational reading from his written works.
Additionally, historical analysis is used to examine the impact of this reading on the cultural
transformations of contemporary Iran, particularly in the decades leading to the Islamic Revolution.
The research population includes all of Motahhari's published works and relevant historical
documents from the 1960s to the present, with purposive sampling of the most relevant texts for
in-depth analysis.

Results and Discussion

The findings of this study reveal that Morteza Motahhari's historical-civilizational reading of
Ashura distinguishes itself from previous scholarship in four fundamental ways. First, in its
analytical framework: unlike earlier studies that focused on theological-juridical aspects of
Motahhari's thought or employed merely descriptive-historical approaches to Ashura, this research
integrates "historical reading” and "civilizational reading™ as a coherent analytical model. This
integration allows for a deeper understanding of how Motahhari reconstructed Ashura as a rational,
reformist, and civilization-building paradigm rather than a merely emotional or revolutionary-
political narrative.

Second, in its historical scope: while many previous studies have confined Motahhari's influence
to the revolutionary decade of the 1970s, this research covers a broader period from the 1960s to
contemporary Iran. This expanded scope reveals that Motahhari's reading of Ashura was not merely
a response to immediate political circumstances but a long-term intellectual project aimed at
reconstructing Shi'i identity and redefining Iran's cultural trajectory.

Third, in its methodology: by employing systematic qualitative content analysis and examining the
mechanisms of idea transmission to society, this study uncovers the hidden layers of Motahhari's
civilizational reading. The analysis shows that Motahhari's project was fundamentally an attempt
to restore the "original historical-civilizational reading” of Ashura against the dominant
"emotional-distortive” interpretations that had reduced the event to a mere source of individual
grief and passive mourning. He argued that such distortions had obscured the rational, purposeful,
and reformist essence of Imam Husayn's movement.

Fourth, in its findings: the research demonstrates that Motahhari's reading possesses the capacity
for civilizational theory-building. By emphasizing the conscious, reformist, and civilization-
building dimensions of Ashura, Motahhari transformed it into a dynamic source of meaning that
significantly contributed to cultural mobilization and the formation of the dominant discourse in
the decades leading to the Islamic Revolution. His emphasis on rationality, social responsibility,
and civilization-building transformed Ashura from a historical event into a living paradigm for
thought and action. This transformation played a pivotal role in cultural mobilization and the
formation of the dominant discourse in the decades leading to the Islamic Revolution, and its
implications continue to resonate in contemporary debates on religious thought, cultural identity,
and civilizational renewal in Iran.
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Conclusion

The study concludes that Motahhari's historical-civilizational reading of Ashura was not merely an
intellectual exercise or a revolutionary manifesto, but a foundational contribution to the
reconstruction of Shi'i identity and the redefinition of Iran's cultural trajectory in the contemporary
era. His emphasis on rationality, social responsibility, and civilization-building transformed Ashura
from a historical event into a living paradigm for thought and action. By restoring the "original
historical-civilizational reading" of Ashura against the dominant “emotional-distortive"
interpretations, Motahhari succeeded in presenting a rational, purposeful, and reformist model of
this event that could guide collective action and cultural production in the present.

The findings of this study demonstrate that Motahhari's reading possesses the capacity for
civilizational theory-building and opens new horizons in both Motahhari studies and Ashura
studies. His intellectual project was not limited to a specific historical period but extended from
the 1960s to contemporary lIran, influencing cultural mobilization and the formation of the
dominant discourse in the decades leading to the Islamic Revolution. This transformation played a
pivotal role in cultural mobilization and the formation of the dominant discourse in the decades
leading to the Islamic Revolution, and its implications continue to resonate in contemporary
debates on religious thought, cultural identity, and civilizational renewal in Iran.

Ultimately, this study suggests that Motahhari's historical-civilizational reading of Ashura can
serve as a model for understanding the relationship between religious thought and cultural
transformation in contemporary Iran, and it calls for further research on the civilizational
dimensions of Shi'i thought in the contemporary era.
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