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Available online: June 30, 2023 Alamat is one of the Muharram’s artistic-ritual objects in Iran, which is made

¢ with special artistic and technical principles. These principles have changed over
¢ time. However, not much scientific research is available about these changes and
: their effects on the social role of this object. Because the city of Isfahan is an
: important center for the traditional production of Alamat and this object is the
: most important artistic-ritual object in this city, this research considers the effect
¢ of new technological changes in the production and promotion of Alamat on its
: social status and function. For this purpose, the authors have used the
: anthropological definition of social position in combination with the agency
: theory of Alfred Gell, an anthropologist of art. This article seeks to answer two
: questions: What function and social status does Alamat have in Isfahan city?
: Moreover, what effect has the new developments of technology had on the
: Alamat’s traditional characteristics, social status, and function among this city’s
: citizens? This research’s data has been collected through ethnography and non-
¢ reactive methods. The research results show that Alamat in Isfahan city is one
i of the components of the determining cycle of an individual’s social status and
: the use of modern technology in its construction has the following effects:
¢ Increasing the demonstration and promotion function of Alamat, changing the
: criteria of the social status and value of this object from ritual and social criteria
: toindividual and demonstrative criteria, shifting the position of agent and patient
: in the interaction of Alamat and society, and breaking or weakness in the cycle
: of determining the Alamat’s social status based on its agency.
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Extended Abstract

1- Introduction

Artistic-ritual objects have a history as old as art.
The progress of human tools has changed these
objects, and perhaps making these objects have been
the reason for inventing new tools and techniques.
Technological changes have also influenced
Muharram’s artistic-ritual objects. Sometimes, the
influence of technology changes people’s cultural
needs and social and value structures. Therefore, it
seems necessary to consider the effects of
technological developments on artistic-ritual objects
and their usage. According to this necessity, in the
following article, we examine the function and
social status of Muharram mourning’s “Alamats” of
the Isfahan city, in the center of Iran, as an artistic-
ritual object by using Alfred Gell’s theoretical
approach to the agency of artwork and the definition
of social status provided by anthropology.
Moreover, we consider what effect the technological
developments have had on traditional
characteristics, social position, and this object’s
function among this city’s citizens. In this regard,
after reviewing the background and stating the
research method, Alfred Gell’s theory of agency and
the concept of social position have been explained
from an anthropological point of view. Then,
Alamat’s traditional features and the effects of
technology on this object’s production, social status,
and function have been investigated according to the
analytical approach of anthropology of art,
especially Alfred Gell’s theory of agency of
artwork.
2- Method

Considering that this research was conducted with
an anthropological approach, its data was collected
using ethnographic techniques, namely
conversation, situational listening, observation, and
participatory observation. In addition to these
methods, to obtain additional information, the
following non-reactive methods have been used:
Using the recorded videos of the work and
conversations with the deceased Alamat makers, as
well as investigating the effect of the virtual media
on the Alamat’s characteristics and actions through
the stories and Instagram posts of Alamat makers
and people who interest in Alamat.

3- Results

Alamat in Shia culture is an object in the crossly
general shape on which metal Tiques and other
components, such as symbolic creatures, animal
sculptures, and bells, are installed on its horizontal
bar. In the traditional manufacturing method of
Alamat and its components, most of the
manufacturing steps were produced by hand tools;
however, today, devices such as press machines,
waterjet cutting, and CNC machines are used to

make it. These devices have reduced the variety of
shapes and Alamats’ artistic subtleties. In addition,
due to the number of hammering effects on the bells’
sound variety, the bells’ production with the
machine also eliminates this variety. In addition to
these changes, machine production has also changed
the social status of the Alamat. Isfahan citizens have
criteria for Alamat social ranking based on its
characteristics and characteristics of the owners and
creators. The criteria related to the characteristics of
Alamat owners are as follows: 1) Being the Alamat
owner’s  neighborhood older than  other
neighborhoods; 2) Being the Alamat owner older
than other owners; 3) Belonging the owner of
Alamat belonging to the family of the Prophet of
Islam (PBUH); 4) Being the Alamat’s owner Heyat
a guest in the ritual; 5) Having the Alamat’s owner
Heyat a greater spatial distance to the host Heyat.
Production with new technologies has not changed
these criteria. The criteria related to the Alamat
maker include 1) The reputation of the Alamat
maker, 2) The Alamat maker’s skill, and 3) The
Alamat maker being an Iranian. Considering that in
producing by new technologies, the machine has to
some extent, taken over the role of the Alamat
maker, these criteria have lost their effectiveness.
4- Conclusion

In response to the question that the changes resulting
from production by modern technology what effect
have had on the traditional and functional
characteristics of Alamat among the Isfahan
citizens, it can be said that in addition to the points
mentioned above, the ease of production by new
technology has made it possible for more people to
buy the Alamat. Thus the presence of the Alamat in
the community has increased. However, considering
people’s interest in gaining fame, followers, likes,
and comments in virtual spaces by having this
object, it can be said that the show aspect of Alamat
has overcome its ritual aspect. These Alamats have
a lower value and social status than traditional
Alamats. In addition, in the analysis using Alfred
Gell’s theory of agency, the change in the status and
place of the Alamat concerning the people in the
society becomes more apparent. Accordingly, the
artist largely has given his place to technological
tools and almost lost his agency. Instead, the agency
of the Alamat has strengthened. In this way, by
showing the Alamat in virtual spaces and in this way
providing the opportunity to earn money, the society
that tries to get more fame and followers, likes, and
comments, is placed in the role of accepting
economic and social value.

In response to the question of what effects the
changes resulting from the promotion of Alamat by
technology and new media have had on its social
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status, the following can be mentioned: 1) Changing
the nature of Alamat from a tool for propagating
rituals to a tool for individual promotion; 2) Making
it possible to determine the value for the Alamat
through virtual space, likes, and comments; 3)
Changing the Alamt’s social status criteria from the
traditional criteria to criteria based on media
advertisement; 4) the change of the society that
regulates and determines the Alamat’s social status
from the Isfahan citizens to all users of virtual
spaces; 5) Changing the criterion of the competition
between Alamats from artistic features to media
advertisements; 6) Changing the bases of
interactions with the Alamat from ritual and social
to dramatic and individual; 7) the entry of the new
medium, “virtual media,” into the social
communication network of Alamat and society. 8)
break or weakness in the cycle of social status based
on the agency of Alamat due to the transfer of a
significant part of the artist’s role to modern

technology and a part of society’s role to virtual
media. As a result, in the development of Gell’s
theory of agency and in agreement with the Actor-
Network Theory, it can be said that social roles are
not in a predetermined form that social actors
exchange between themselves. Instead, in addition
to relocation, previous roles may gradually change,
or new roles may be created, and the network of
activists may expand.
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