Cultural History Studies; Research Journal of Iranian Society of History

Vol. 16, No. 62, Winter 2025, pp 97-129
https://doi.org/10.22034/chs.2025.496580.1054
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Abstract

Cultural history is an interdisciplinary discourse that
proposes the cultural reading of artistic and literary texts to
understand history. Based on this approach, literary texts
can provide data on people's lived experiences and social
transformations. The research question addressed in the
present study is: How can a thematic analysis of dramatic
texts represent the concept of '"identity" within the
framework of cultural history? The aim of this study is to
examine the play Mazar-e-Sharif by Mohammad Aref, and
explores the confrontation between "human beings" and
"war" in Afghanistan from a cultural and humanistic
perspective. The method used is thematic analysis
(thematic criticism) using Braun and Clarke’s model. Data
were extracted and coded from dialogues, actions, and
narrative symbols. The findings indicate that the central
theme of the play is the loss of identity in the context of
war, betrayal, migration, and cultural alienation. These
themes are embodied in characters such as Molla
Mohammad and Shokouh. The research concludes
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that Mazar-e-Sharif can serve as a dramatic text in the
cultural historiography of Afghanistan and Iran, and a
comparison with works by other Afghan writers can lead to
a more precise analysis of identity transformations.
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history, identity, Mohammad Aref.
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Thematic Analysis of Identity in the Play Mazar-e-Sharif,
from a Cultural History Perspective

Extended Abstract

Objective: This article employs the cultural history approach and thematic
analysis (based on Braun and Clarke’s model) to examine the representation
of "identity" in Mohammad Aref’s play Mazar-e-Sharif. The study aims to
explain how the crisis of identity is represented within the historical and
cultural context of Afghanistan, particularly in the relationship between the
individual (Molla Mohammad) and society in settings such as war,
migration, betrayal, and cultural alienation.

Theoretical Framework: This article relies on cultural history—which
focuses on representing people's lived experiences rather than merely formal
political or military events—and thematic analysis theory to examine the
dimensions of individual, national, religious, and linguistic identity within
the context of a literary play.

Story Summary: After years of captivity in war, Molla Mohammad returns
to his homeland only to discover that his beloved, Shokouh, has married his
rival, Jalal Panjshiri (a symbol of national betrayal). Every week, Shokouh
visited a grave she believed to be Molla Mohammad’s. This confrontation
leads to a conflict between "humanity" and "war," reflecting Afghanistan’s
identity crisis in a symbolic and metaphorical framework.

Key Themes

1. Fractured identity: An individual torn between past and present,
struggling with alienation and attempting to reconstruct their past.

2. Conflict between "self" and "other": The rejection and attraction of
identity, particularly embodied by a woman caught between the hero
(Molla Mohammad) and the traitor (Jalal).

3. Displacement of identity components: Migration to Iran as a land of
peace and shared religion.

4. False and hollow identity: The usurpation of homeland and women
by betrayers.

5. Loss of place in collective identity: Molla Mohammad, as an
educated war veteran, finds no place in society.

Narrative Techniques: The play employs techniques such as direct
character monologues, symbolism (the burnt pomegranate tree, the
photograph, the grave, the gravedigger woman and man), and persuasive
dialogues, to depict the crisis of identity during war.

Key Symbols
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Shokouh: Symbol of homeland and national identity.
Molla Mohammad: Symbol of forgotten identity and a displaced
hero.
Jalal Panjshiri: Symbol of betrayal, greed, and rootlessness.
Burnt pomegranate tree: Symbol of lost love and an identity
destroyed by war.

e The Gravedigger woman and man: Reflection of identity’s gradual
death in the silence of history.

Comparison with Other Texts: Mazar-e-Sharif can be compared to works
such as The Kite Runner and A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini,
and Golnar and the Mirror by Zaryab.
These works, focusing on migration, loss of belonging, national betrayal,
and the clash between tradition and modernity, reveal diverse dimensions of
Afghanistan’s identity crisis.

Conclusion: Mazar-e-Sharif transcends being merely a dramatic work and
serves as acultural documentthat can be used to study
Afghanistan’s cultural history and identity transformations. Through
its metaphorical and allegorical narrative, the play demonstrates that war
does not just destroy bodies; it also erases, distorts, and weakens the
collective identity of a nation.

Keywords: Mazar-e-Sharif, thematic analysis, cultural history, identity,
Mohammad Aref.



