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Objectives: Honor killing is an extreme form of violence against women that
occurs in different societies under various justifications. This study seeks to
challenge essentialist approaches that portray ethnic culture as the sole origin of
honor killings. Instead, it aims to uncover the complex mechanisms that
contribute to such killings by probing deeper layers of social reality. These
mechanisms are shown to be interconnected with cultural, economic, legal,
social, and discursive factors. Methods: Drawing on a critical realist approach and
employing a critical literature review, this research examines the existing
literature on honor killings through the analysis of 12 Persian-language studies
(eight journal articles, three graduate theses, and one book). The study explores
the structures, mechanisms, and contextual conditions that perpetuate the
phenomenon within specific social settings. Results: The findings indicate that

Keywords: the intertwining of political, legal, economic, cultural, and discursive structures
Violence, Critical Reading, | results in domination over women’s bodies and lives, and plays a significant role
Cultural Essentialism, in reproducing the patriarchal order and legitimizing honor-based violence.
Critical Realism, Honor Conclusion: The study concludes that a critical realist analysis offers a multi-
Killing layered and in-depth understanding of honor killings and helps avoid the

reduction of the phenomenon to mere “cultural stereotypes.”
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

With the rise of postmodernism and the
erosion of epistemological objectivity, an
emphasis on diversity and plurality gained
prominence in women’s studies, giving
rise to critical challenges to Western-
centric and hegemonic feminism,
particularly from postmodern and
postcolonial feminist perspectives. Based
on the logic underpinning the emergence
of the nation-state in Iran, authoritarian
modernisation and assimilationist policies
fostered an essentialist and exclusionary
approach toward difference, including
within the field of women’s studies. The
dominance of positivism and
commonsense reasoning in the analysis of
social issues, especially violence against
women, has resulted in conceptual
impoverishment, depoliticisation, and the
decriticalisation of sociological inquiry in
Iran. Drawing on Foucault, women’s
studies can be understood as a discourse
that constructs and assigns meaning to
women’s issues, including gender-based
violence. Honor Kkillings constitute a
historically rooted and widespread
phenomenon that occurs across diverse
cultural, religious, and ethnic contexts;
however, much of the existing literature,
shaped by hegemonic feminist
frameworks, reduces this violence to
cultural characteristics of specific groups,
overlooking the complex mechanisms of
domination and the intertwined
economic, legal, and political structures
that underpin such violence.
Consequently, the modes of
representation and interpretation of
honor killings have themselves become a
fundamental problem, highlighting the
need for a critical reassessment of the

dominant concepts and approaches in
analyzing this phenomenon.

2. Methods

A critical literature review was employed
in this study. The aim of this approach is
not merely to describe or categorize
previous studies, but rather to critically
evaluate the theoretical foundations, key
concepts, analytical frameworks, and
methodological orientations of existing
research. The critical review in this study
was conducted to challenge dominant
narratives and to create space for the
emergence of diverse theoretical
perspectives and marginalized voices.

In the first step, twelve Persian-
language sources related to the
phenomenon of honor killings, including
scholarly articles, theses, and a published
book from the past two decades, were
purposefully selected based on their
theoretical relevance and conceptual
clarity.

In the second step, the selected texts
were analyzed. At this stage, efforts were
made to understand the internal logic of
each study by focusing on how the
phenomenon was explained, the central
concepts employed, the theoretical
frameworks applied, and the level of
analysis. Subsequently, a comparative
perspective was adopted to reveal
similarities and differences among the
studies and to identify existing epistemic

gaps.

Since a critical review aims to
comprehend the internal logic of prior
studies and to uncover research gaps, the
third step sought to propose an alternative
approach for analyzing the phenomenon
of honor killings. Accordingly, the analysis
of honor killings in this study is presented
through the lens of critical realism.
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3. Results

The dominant literature on violence
against women and honor killings tends to
reduce these phenomena to tribal and
traditional cultures, relying on a narrowly
culturalist explanation that obscures their
structural complexity. Shaped largely by a
form of centrist feminism, this approach
overlooks the role of legal, economic,
familial, discursive, and institutional
mechanisms, and instead attributes
violence to the alleged internal
characteristics of peripheral societies,
thereby producing an epistemic fallacy.

In contrast, drawing on a critical realist
perspective, this study conceptualizes
honor killings as the outcome of a
configuration of interrelated mechanisms.
These include culture, understood as a
historically and socially constituted
process rather than an essentialized
entity, the legal system as a facilitator of
violence, the socio-economic structure of
the family as a site of gendered
domination, the weakness of civil society
and constraints on women’s agency,
economic and class-based inequalities,
and discursive structures that reproduce
culturalized and stereotypical
representations of peripheral
communities. From this perspective,
honor killing is not a purely cultural
phenomenon, but a structural, historical,
and multi-layered social process.

4. Conclusion

This study critically revisits existing
research on honor killings to uncover the
underlying logic of this scholarly field.
Findings indicate  that  dominant
essentialist and pathologizing narratives,
by reducing violence against women to
intrinsic cultural traits of peripheral

societies, reproduce a specific epistemic
order within Iranian academic discourse.
Existing literature explains honor killings
through the binary of “violent cultures in
the periphery” and “marginalization crises
at the center,” transforming the
phenomenon from a pervasive social issue
into an ideological instrument that
legitimizes =~ power  relations.  The
dominance of positivist logic and
pathologizing approaches, combined with
the historical articulation of nationalism
and the Iranian female subject, has
rendered the academic interpretation of
honor killings in Iran reminiscent of an
“Orientalist,” centralized, and
ethnocentric logic. This study emphasizes
the need to interrogate the foundations of
positivism and reductionism, arguing that
critical realism, with its focus on the
complexity of reality and multi-level
analysis, can provide a deeper and more
comprehensive understanding of social
issues. Accordingly, effective responses to
honor killings require reforms in legal,
economic, and educational structures,
equitable resource distribution, the
empowerment of women, and the
strengthening of civil society. The findings
of this research can inform the
development of justice-oriented policies
and structurally targeted interventions to
address gender-based violence.
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