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Abstract 

The difference between death and Martyrdom in Iranian-Islamic culture is an irrefutable fact. 

Death is considered to be an inevitable fact while martyrdom is considered to be a passage to 

the highest stages of human accomplishment. Devotion and self-sacrifice are key concepts for 

understanding the discourse of martyrdom in Iranian culture. Although the concept of 

martyrdom is not limited to the current era and has a long history in Iranian and Muslim 

culture, memories, ruins and losses caused by the Iran-Iraq war that lasted 8 years are the 

most prominent sources of augmentation of discourse of martyrdom and self-sacrifice in 

contemporary era. In this war hundreds of thousands of Iranians were killed with a huge 

majority of male inhabitants and soldiers; as a consequence, a large population of women lost 

their husbands. This study uses the framework of sociological exchange theory and a 

qualitative approach to explore several aspects of self-sacrifice in the lives of widows of Iran-

Iraq war martyrs, who have children and never remarried after the loss of their partners. The 

research sample was selected by random sampling and in-depth interviews were conducted to 

explore rewards which have led war widows to choose not to remarry. Results show that 

emotional rewards and cultural-ethical values as a part of discourse of martyrdom had a key 

role in shaping war widows' ongoing social exchange process with their deceased husbands.  
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Introduction 

History is full of narratives of self-sacrifice and martyrdom of mostly male heroes; stories of 

soldiers fighting and dying for the sake of their lands, families and beliefs are abundant in 

historical books, collective memory and folk tales. These narratives mostly picture women as 

passive victims saved by the heroism of their male guardians. The most active roles of 

women in such stories are their stereotyping roles as caregivers and supporters but not of 

heroines as well.  

Women's contribution in Iranian history has been discussed and investigated by mostly 

Iranian scholars. Some scholars have tried to claim women's contribution and self-sacrifice in 

the Iran-Iraq war by collecting historical evidence of their heroic activities during the war 

years (e.g. Ghazanfari, 2010; Azarshin, 2010). Other scholars in other cultural contexts have 

shown that out-living the husband for a single woman is very stressful (e.g. Nomaguchi and 

Milkie, 2005: 144).  

                                                           
1
 PhD candidate in sociology and lecturer at the University of Mazandaran 



 
 

 The First International Symposium on Self-sacrifice and Martyrdom: A Scholarly Approach 
(ISSMSA 2013) 1st- 2nd of October – Tehran  

Setaregan Foundation and University of Tehran 
 

2 
 

Women's role after the end of Iran-Iraq war has been widely ignored in public and academic 

writings. It is reported that at least 4100 widows are still unmarried (Jafarabadi, 2008). There 

is substantial evidence that psychological problems and disorders are more prevalent in un-

remarried war widows (e.g. Khodabakhsh, 2004 and Abbaspoor, 1991). It is also reported 

that women show signs of psychological problems when closest to the time of their loss 

(Abbaspoor, 1991).  

This paper aims on investigating the several emotional and cultural aspects of self-sacrifice in 

the lives of Iran-Iraq war widows, who have children and never remarried using the 

framework of sociological exchange theory (SET) and a qualitative approach in data 

collection. 'War widow' is referred to women whose husbands were killed in the battle ground 

during the 8 year long Iran-Iraq war.  

 

Research Method 

Scholars have also emphasized on appropriateness of qualitative methods in culturally 

sensitive issued studies, such as those regarding women and private matters. This research 

has been conducted using in depth interviews. Research sample was defined by targeted 

sampling. Interviewees met research criteria if (a) They were wives of martyrs of Iran-Iraq 

war; (b) They had not married after their husbands' death albeit having marriage perspectives 

(c) they have children. 

Interviews were conducted in one session I established more trust and intimacy during the 

interviews with interviewees; face to face in-depth interviews lasted approximately 1.5-2 

hours. Participants were informed about the range of topics to be covered in the interviews 

and were assured about the confidentiality of the interview process. The interview questions 

were mostly open and interviewees were allowed to talk freely on broad subjects referring to 

the research agenda.   

Interviews, from which material is excerpted throughout this article, drew our attention to the 

main subjects discussed later. Quality assurance check was conducted on many segments of 

audiotapes and compared with prepared transcriptions of audios.  

The participants' average age was 47.5 years. More than 85% of the research sample have not 

finished high school or had a high school diploma. Other 15% had a university degree 

equivalent to bachelor's degree. All sample population had between 1 to 5 children and had 

the custody of their children.  

 

Theoretical Framework: Social Exchange Theory (SET) 

Social Exchange theory emerged in twentieth century and was pioneered by Blau (1964) and 

Homans (1961) in the discipline of sociology. The theory was rooted in utilitarianism, 

behaviorism and neo-classical economics (Chibucos et. Al, 2005: 137).  

Although some critics have suggested that SET is not even a theory and it is just a mere 

framework that makes us able to analyze social actions and interactions within a quasi-
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economic perspective (Emerson, 1976). SET is still considered a valid theory in the agenda of 

sociological theory.  

SET holds some basic assumptions: a. human beings are rational actors and make decisions 

by calculating costs and benefits of their action; b. all social actors rationally tend to 

maximize their benefits and minimize their costs (Ibid, 137). A key element of this theory is 

that it considers that the two actors are giving and receiving valuable items to each other. 

Under this theory, interactions are only likely to continue if both parties feel they coming out 

of the exchange with more than they are giving up–that is, if there is a positive amount of 

profit for both parties involved (Baumeister and Vohs, 2004). A very simple formula that 

explains how every individual decides to act according to SET is as shown in equation (1): 

Outcome = Rewards – Costs 

The socio-cultural contexts define the extent of the outcome to be considered substantial or 

just. Individual's perception of distributive justice can affect their idea of the outcome 

(Markovsky et al., 1984).   

Another key concept in understanding the exchange process in mutual interactions is equity. 

Equity refers to the perceived balance of the contributions and outcomes in the exchange 

process (Sprecher, 2005: 166). There is also evidence indicating that distress inequity in an 

exchange process can produce strains which might cause dissatisfaction (e.g. Davidson, 

1984).  

In the case of unmarried war widows, we already know that more than 60% of them are not 

satisfied with their lives and a high percentage of them are suffering from a sort of 

psychological disorder such as depression (Jafarabadi, 2008).  

Considering the disadvantages of being a single parent, especially in a culture which women 

are traditionally expected to live with their husbands or fathers, the questions that comes to 

mind are 'How is this perceived equity achieved?' and 'In the framework of SET, what are the 

rewards provided to unmarried war widows by staying single?' and 'If equity is not perceived, 

is SET model a good one to analyze war widows' behavior?' It is worth noting that his study 

is necessarily an exploratory one because as far as the researcher has investigated, no similar 

literature exists on the subject.    

 

Research Results 

1. Examples of Enduring Hardship 

Living as a single parent is proved to be a stressful role. Although the case is different for war 

widows because of supportive organizations dedicated to helping them, there is still evidence 

showing that war widows have been experiencing hardship in their lives. An interviewee 

explains: 

Yes I had my husband's pension; but I had to raise four children, four sons; (…) the house 

was old and needed to be repaired. With no man around, it was not easy to have someone 

fix it. Kids had grown and their expenses were growing high.  
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Although economic hardship was one of the most prevalent problems, many women referred 

to role overload as their most important problem: 

Economic problems were the easiest to endure; (…) I needed help to raise my children 

and to manage my home. When my oldest started smoking I thought 'If his father had 

been around, he wouldn't have let this happen'.  

It is also reported that an estimated 70% of people consider services given and facilities 

supplied to martyr's families to be more than they require ((Jafarabadi, 2008). The idea that 

'they are pampered' affects their behavior to martyrs' families. 

 

2. What are the Rewards?  

Extensive evidence is available showing that war widows are enduring hard situations which 

would have been easier to deal with if they had remarried. The explored factors affecting 

women's choice to stay single will be discussed in this section by referring to the comments 

of the interviewees.  

 

2.1.Cultural Values of Responsibility: Discourse of Martyrdom 

Although the discourse of martyrdomis not limited to the current era and has a long history in 

Iranian and Muslim culture, memories, ruins and losses caused by the Iran-Iraq war that 

lasted 8 years are today, the most prominent sources of augmentation of discourse of 

martyrdom and self-sacrifice in contemporary Iran. The cultural ideologies that have been 

shaped around the idea of martyrdom especially affect war widows' choices of life. There is 

evidence that war widows feel responsible to react to cultural expectations. An interviewee 

explains: 

My husband is in heaven now. I do not know if I am going there or not (…) I knew that 

after his martyrdom that I could not live like every other person anymore.  

The same feeling of responsibility is expressed by others as well as the sense of 

distinctiveness: 

People look at you in a different way (…) I tried to make myself worthy of being a 

martyr's wife.   

The feeling of responsibility is also mixed with the urge of acting as the significant other 

(here children and family) expect one to act: 

Yes, I thought I owed him too (…) and I could not come up with a proper answer to give 

to my family, especially his family and my children if they ever asked me why I 

remarried.  
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As comments indicate, war widows are influenced by the discourse of martyrdom; they 

choose to be 'the martyr's wife' rather than somebody else's because it is considered to be a 

more culturally valuable behavior and it is socially prized.  

 

2.2. Motherhood Responsibilities 

Single mothers are more likely to report higher levels of distress than married mothers, 

because, given their disadvantaged social position, they have a greater chance of experiencing 

strains and have fewer coping resources (Nomaguchi and Milkie, 2005; Simon, 1992). Some 

interviewees report having experienced extreme strains caused by overload of motherhood 

responsibilities. An interview says:  

There were some moments that I thought I could not handle the children alone no longer. 

I cried many times during the day (…) I was falling apart. I really needed help and my 

children were too young to understand how lonely I was.   

Despite experiencing high amounts of strain some war widows preferred to adopt roles of the 

father and the mother at the same time rather than getting married: 

Everyone encouraged me to marry again (…) I could not think of letting any man to be as 

good a father as my late husband (…) I could not imagine them calling another man 

'father'. I tried to raise them with the idea that their father is around; so I had to be both 

father and mother to them. 

Some interviewees admit that marriage would have been more beneficial for them; they had 

to abstain from remarrying for the sake of their children's wellbeing.  

Marriage would have made it easier for me, probably; but, what about my children? 

Would it have been easier for them too? 

Sacrificing one's happiness for their children is evidently at work with war widows. Because 

of the salience of parental roles in the lives, although aware of the advantages of getting 

married, these women choose not to. The culturally defined norms of motherhood are strong 

enough to prevent women from remarrying even though they are not certain about the 

consequences of a second marriage but have doubts about the wellbeing and happiness of 

their children.  

 

2.3. Emotions and Sacrifice 

Emotions are internal events that occur within an actor and that stem from conditions and 

events external to the actor (Lawler and Shane, 2006: 295). SET framework usually pictures 

human beings as un-emotional; but it is suggested that 'individuals respond emotionally to the 

''results'' a social exchange (Ibid: 296). Emotions and attachments can affect the perception of 
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the actor about the distributive justice and change previous evaluations of the exchange 

process. 

In the case of war widows, the emotional exchange process with the deceased husband does 

not stop after his death. As an interviewee put it:    

It is hard to live without the person you love and to take care of yourself and your 

children. I did all that without my husband being around (…); all I needed was his love 

and it was already in my heart.  

Emotions have a role to play in encouraging war widows to stay single; religious beliefs 

sometimes affect them to choose to stay alone although there are no religion-based limits or 

restriction on re-marriage. An interviewee refers to her belief in the afterlife as an inspiration 

to continue her emotional exchange with the deceased husband:  

I believe that martyrs are not dead; I always felt like that. I felt my husband lived with us 

and watched over us (…) His love gave me the strength that I needed.  

Another similar case: 

This life is just a short introduction to the eternal life. I would feel ashamed if I shared it 

with someone else (…) I will spend my eternal life with my husband.  

Believing in the afterlife and reunion with their husbands encourages war widows to endure 

the hardship they are experiencing. Despite having no religious boundaries, war widows' 

sense of love and loyalty towards their husbands   

 

3. Conclusion and Discussion 

Social exchange theory and the sociology of emotion are distinct traditions with different 

assumptions about actors and human behavior. In social exchange theory actors are assumed 

to be individualistic, instrumental, rationalist and vacuous, while the sociology of emotion 

perceive actors to be socially orientated, expressive, passionate and emotionally deep and 

complex (Rowen, 2003). Recently some scholars have tried to integrate the emotional aspects 

of rational choices an individual makes with the SET model. In this study several emotional 

and cultural aspects of self-sacrifice in the lives of Iran-Iraq war widows were explored.  

The results show that, if we want to apply the SET framework to explain why war widows 

abstain from marriage, we need to consider that the exchange process in still ongoing with the 

deceased husband. So the social interaction is taking place between the widow from one hand 

and her children, the significant other and the martyr from the other hand. So the exchange 

parties can be defined as in picture (1): 
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The cultural values highlighted in the discourse of martyrdom and emotions have a key role 

in shaping war widows' lives after their loss. Based on the findings of this research, war 

widows are conscious of their picture as self-sacrificing. Three main exchange processes with 

their specific reward sets can be identified: 

1. Exchange between the war widows and significant other: The sacrifice made by the 

husband, not only elevates his social status as but also affects the social expectations from 

his family members. This leads to a sense of responsibility towards larger community and 

significant others such as children and martyr's family. Social approval and sense of 

distinction are the main rewards.  

2. Exchange between war widows and children: The unknown consequences of getting re-

married for children affect war widows' choice of re-marriage. One's wellbeing is 

sacrificed for the sake of children's wellbeing. The reward is the sense of accomplishment 

as a mother.  

3. Exchange between the war widows and their Husbands: Love and sense loyalty are the 

rewards that can change the outcome of the equation (1).  

This study focused on a very small research sample and showed that emotional rewards and 

cultural-ethical values as a part of discourse of martyrdom have a key role in shaping ongoing 

social exchange processes within martyrs' families and affects war widows' choices of life. 

The study sample was limited geographically so any further generalization requires more 

detailed study in similar samples.  

 

 


