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ABSTRACT

This study examines social media’s role in expanding intercultural communication during
the Arbaeen pilgrimage, identifying opportunities and threats through the frameworks of
communicative action, co-cultural theory, and intercultural competence. Adopting a
qualitative approach, data from 13 in-depth interviews with experts were analyzed using
thematic analysis, yielding 280 initial codes and 19 sub-themes. The findings reveal that
social media fosters empathy through personal narratives, with Ashura serving as a
powerful symbol of unity for intercultural dialogue; however, challenges such as
information distortion, cultural misunderstandings, and malicious strategic actions persist.
Ultimately, the research concludes that the opportunities offered by social media
significantly outweigh the threats, making strategic utilization of these platforms essential
for globalizing the Arbaecen message. To counter Western media hegemony and prevent
the distortion of this major cultural event, the study emphasizes enhancing media literacy
and developing indigenous platforms. By doing so, this work acts as a bridge between
lived religious experience and the digital architectures shaping global perception, sitting at
the vital intersection of faith, media power, and intercultural negotiation.
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INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary era, social media serves as a fundamental communication tool,
playing an irreplaceable role in facilitating and expanding intercultural interactions.
These platforms have created an environment for the direct and unmediated
exchange of information, ideas, and experiences among individuals from diverse
cultures and societies. The Arbaeen pilgrimage, as one of the largest religious and
cultural events in the Islamic world, stands as a prominent example of such
intercultural engagements. Intercultural communication in this context is defined as
a symbolic process where individuals from various backgrounds share meanings,
operating beyond formal cultural diplomacy. Social media not only enables this
exchange but also acts as a bridge between cultures, increasing mutual
understanding (Jamshidi, Soltani-Nejad, & Bayat, 2016). However, the pervasive
presence of social media in events like Arbaeen brings both opportunities and
threats. Proper utilization can strengthen intercultural ties and reduce prejudices,
while misuse can exacerbate cultural conflicts, undermine local identities, and
spread misinformation. Indigenous media plays a crucial role in preserving cultural
and religious identity and countering the threats posed by Western media narratives
(Kamali, 2019). The theoretical foundation of this phenomenon relies on
Habermas's theory of Communicative Action (1984), which distinguishes between
action aimed at mutual understanding and strategic action aimed at power.
Furthermore, Orbe’s Co-Cultural theory (1998) explains how minority cultural
groups negotiate their identity within dominant structures, and Kim’s
Communicative Competence theory (1986) emphasizes the role of networks in
adapting to out-groups. In this network era, social media has transcended being
merely a technological tool to become a new lifeworld for intercultural interactions,
transforming the process of cultural contact into a daily, accessible reality.

PURPOSE

The present study aims to analyze the role of social media in expanding
intercultural communication during the Arbaeen pilgrimage and to systematically
identify the opportunities and threats arising from its use. This research seeks to
deeply analyze the functions of cyberspace in promoting the culture of Arbaeen and
facilitating the interactions of pilgrims. By applying the theoretical frameworks of
Habermas, Orbe, and Kim, the study intends to evaluate how social media
empowers users or exposes them to cultural distortion, ultimately investigating its
impact on strengthening or weakening religious and cultural solidarity among
diverse populations.

METHODOLOGY

This research adopted a qualitative approach based on an interpretive paradigm to
deeply explore the complexities of intercultural interactions in cyberspace. The



primary data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews to capture
the underlying layers of experts' experiences and attitudes. The purposive sample
consisted of 13 experts, specialists, and managers active in the fields of religion,
media, and intercultural communication. The sampling process continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved; although code repetition became apparent by
the tenth interview, three additional interviews were conducted to ensure
comprehensive coverage and

data validity. Thematic analysis was employed to organize, describe, and
interpret the textual data. The data analysis process included familiarization with
the text, initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing, and defining the final
During the coding phase, 280 initial codes were extracted from the interview
transcripts, which were subsequently categorized into 19 sub-themes under the two
main deductive categories of "Opportunities" and "Threats".

FINDINGS

The findings reveal that social media acts as a powerful catalyst for cross-cultural
engagement during the Arbaeen pilgrimage. The thematic analysis organized the
280 initial codes into 19 distinct sub-themes.

Regarding Opportunities, social media plays a significant role in fostering
empathy and effective communicative action among pilgrims. It facilitates the
dissemination of personal narratives, allowing users to share their lived experiences
and connect with the symbols of Ashura and Imam Hussein, which serve as
unifying elements. Key opportunity sub-themes include: utilizing social media for
the globalization of Islamic civilization; employing art as a universal intercultural
language; using Artificial Intelligence (AI) for online translation and customized
content creation to bridge linguistic gaps; and empowering users to recognize
subcultures and counter cognitive warfare. Furthermore, social media platforms
assist in correcting cultural misconceptions, facilitating interfaith dialogues, and
attracting diverse subcultures through the display of ethnic symbols.

Conversely, the study identified several Threats that act as strategic actions
leading to cultural divergence. Major threats include the systematic distortion of
information and malicious misrepresentation of the Arbaeen culture by Western
media platforms. Additional threats involve linguistic and cultural
misunderstandings resulting from a lack of media literacy, as well as the potential
for bloggers and influencers to manipulate or trivialize the authentic values of the
pilgrimage for superficial engagement. The imbalance in the number of codes
strongly indicates that experts view the opportunities provided by social media in
this context as far more prominent than the threats.
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CONCLUSION

The study concludes that the weight of opportunities provided by social media in
expanding intercultural communication during the Arbaeen pilgrimage far
outweighs the associated threats. Social media platforms have fundamentally
transformed traditional vertical communication into horizontal networks,
transferring the power of message production to the pilgrims and creating new
capacities for cultural synergy. These platforms enable users to bypass physical
boundaries and traditional gatekeepers, fostering a shared lifeworld aimed at mutual
understanding rather than strategic dominance. However, to mitigate the identified
threats such as information distortion and cultural friction, it is essential to
intelligently leverage the educational capacities of these media. Strategic
recommendations include the development of indigenous media platforms to reduce
reliance on foreign infrastructure, the implementation of media literacy workshops
to enhance content analysis skills, and the proactive use of Al to overcome
language barriers. Furthermore, creating international emotional campaigns and
utilizing artistic mediums like virtual reality can help globalize the authentic
message of Arbaeen, transforming it into a universal symbol of peace and justice.

NOVELTY

The novelty of this research lies in its synthesis of intercultural communication
theories with modern cyberspace paradigms, framing Arbaeen's social media
ecosystem as a "social innovation platform". It offers profound scientific and social
applications by shifting the perspective of the user from a passive recipient to an
active agent oscillating between empowerment and the risk of narrative distortion.
By utilizing the dual lens of opportunities and threats alongside Habermas’s
communicative action, the study presen

ts a realistic, critical picture of digital contact zones. This approach highlights
how cyberspace grants minority groups the agency to negotiate their independent
identities against dominant narratives, offering original value for future cultural
policymaking and strategic media management during international religious
events.
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