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Abstract

This study aimed to explore and conceptualize the major patterns through which honor killings are reposted on virtual social networks,
with particular emphasis on Instagram. This qualitative exploratory study involved 30 participants, including university faculty members
and specialists in sociology, communication, and psychology, independent researchers in social and cultural issues, and journalists and
social writers. Participants were selected through purposive and judgmental sampling, supplemented where necessary by snowball
sampling. Eligibility criteria included relevant academic or professional experience concerning honor killings, social violence, or media
representation, as well as at least two years of Instagram use. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews lasting
approximately 40—60 minutes. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using thematic analysis with the support of
MAXQDA. The analytic process included familiarization with the data, initial coding, development of subthemes, formation of broader
themes, thematic review, and final definition and interpretation of the themes. The analysis identified seven major reposting patterns:
reactive and episodic reposting, empathetic reposting, plural and multi-pattern reposting, news-informational reposting, emotional-
affective reposting, justificatory or custom-oriented reposting, and activist-protest reposting. The findings indicated that reposting
extended beyond simple information transmission and served multiple functions, including emotional discharge, sympathy, public
visibility of violence, reproduction of traditional norms, discursive contestation, criticism of gendered structures, and demands for social
change. Reposting honor killings on virtual social networks is a multilayered meaning-making process through which users may
simultaneously reproduce, reinterpret, or challenge cultural and gendered narratives associated with honor-related violence.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Honor killing represents one of the most severe manifestations of gender-based and family-related violence,
in which acts of lethal violence are justified, rationalized, or socially interpreted through concepts such as
honor, family reputation, chastity, shame, and conformity to traditional gender expectations. Although honor
killings are often represented as individual or familial acts, they are more appropriately understood as socially
embedded phenomena shaped by patriarchal structures, gendered power relations, cultural norms, informal
mechanisms of social control, and collective interpretations of acceptable behavior. Studies conducted in Iran
and other sociocultural contexts have demonstrated that honor-related violence cannot be explained
exclusively through individual motives because its emergence and continuation are closely associated with
cultural beliefs, family structures, gender inequality, and traditional systems of social regulation

(Hosseinabadi et al., 2021; Javanmard et al., 2020; Karami, 2019). International evidence similarly

suggests that honor killings are embedded in systems in which the conduct of women and girls may be regarded



as symbolically connected to family status and collective honor (AlQahtani & Menezes, 2023; Bhanbhro,
2021; Sever & Yurdakul, 2021).

The persistence of honor-related violence should also be considered in relation to contemporary
transformations in family life, gender roles, and individual autonomy. Changes in women’s education,
employment, public participation, interpersonal relationships, and expectations concerning personal choice
have altered traditional arrangements of gender and family authority. Such transformations can challenge
established norms concerning obedience, family reputation, and gendered responsibility, particularly where
older cultural expectations continue to retain considerable normative force (Farahoudeh et al., 2025;
Gorlatykh, 2025; Kurniawan et al., 2025). Accordingly, honor killing may emerge at the intersection of
competing cultural logics: one emphasizing collective reputation and traditional control, and another
emphasizing individual rights, personal autonomy, and gender equality. Research has consequently argued that
honor killing should not be treated merely as a remnant of a premodern social order, because it may be
reconstructed within modern institutions and social relations (Hamzaoglu, 2024; Heydari & Trappes, 2021).
This tension has acquired a new dimension through the expansion of virtual social networks. Social media
platforms have become central spaces for the circulation, interpretation, and public discussion of violence,
gender, family conflict, and social harm. In Iran, widespread social media use has substantially increased the
capacity of users to encounter, reproduce, and comment on news concerning violent incidents (Iranian
Students Polling, 2022). Consequently, honor Killings that may previously have remained restricted to
families, local communities, or conventional news outlets can rapidly become nationally visible through posts,
stories, screenshots, videos, hashtags, and user-generated commentaries. Social media therefore does not
simply transmit information about violence; it creates communicative spaces in which the meaning of violence
is negotiated.

Reposting is particularly important in this process. A repost is not necessarily a neutral repetition of previously
published material. Users may select particular images, add captions, express anger or sympathy, use hashtags,
condemn perpetrators, blame victims, invoke cultural norms, or frame an incident as evidence of broader
gender inequality. Previous research has shown that the reposting of online content is influenced by
informational value, emotional intensity, users’ orientations, and the perceived social significance of messages
(Kafashan Kakhki et al., 2019). Studies of violence-related content have likewise demonstrated that the
reposting of violence may reflect gendered interpretations and moral positions rather than merely informational
intentions (Kamali, 2019; Kamali & Tavassoli, 2022). Research on the motivations for reposting social
violence has identified information sharing, emotional expression, sympathy, moral positioning, and social
reaction as important dimensions of user behavior (Hosseini Pakdehi & Baharian, 2022).

The case of Romina Ashrafi in Iran demonstrated particularly clearly how an honor killing may be transformed
into a broader digital and social event. Analyses of Instagram responses to this case documented diverse

reactions, including sympathy, anger, criticism, activism, and discussion of domestic violence (Alemi &



Razavizadeh, 2021). Other studies showed that the event generated considerable alignment and collective
attention across social media (Mahdian, 2020), while analyses of newspaper narratives demonstrated that the
representation of the victim, family, and social normality involved distinct cultural and semantic frameworks
(Hosseini et al., 2022). Such evidence indicates that the public significance of an honor killing is partly
constructed through the ways in which it is repeatedly narrated and circulated.

However, the circulation of violent material also creates a fundamental ambiguity. Reposting may increase
awareness, generate sympathy, challenge discriminatory practices, and facilitate collective protest.
Conversely, repeated exposure to sensationalized violence may promote emotional exhaustion, normalize
violent imagery, reproduce victim-blaming narratives, or reinforce traditional justifications of violence. From
a social pathology perspective, recurrent representations of violence without adequate contextualization may
contribute to desensitization and normalization (Sedigh Sarvestani, 2022). Moreover, culturally embedded
interpretations of honor, tradition, and morality may continue to shape how users evaluate both victims and
perpetrators. Individuals’ perceptions of honor killing have been shown to vary according to cultural context,
gender, and moral beliefs (Daryani & Moughari, 2023), while tradition itself should be understood as a
dynamic system of meaning capable of being reconstructed within changing social environments (Khadivi &
Karamollahi, 2021).

Thus, social media can simultaneously become an arena for reproducing and challenging traditional meanings.
Some users may explain honor killing through concepts of honor, family reputation, or local custom, while
others interpret the same event through gender inequality, human rights, structural violence, or demands for
legal and cultural reform. Social networks consequently operate as arenas of discursive contestation rather than
as simple channels of information. This complexity highlights the need to move beyond the study of isolated
incidents and examine the broader patterns through which honor killings are reposted and reconstructed in
virtual social networks. Therefore, the present study aimed to explore and conceptualize the major patterns of
reposting honor killings on virtual social networks.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative exploratory design to identify and conceptualize patterns of reposting honor
killings on virtual social networks, with particular attention to Instagram. The qualitative approach was
selected because the phenomenon involves culturally embedded meanings, emotional reactions, media
practices, and competing interpretations that could not be adequately understood through predetermined
categories. The study population consisted of university academics and specialists in sociology,
communication, media studies, media management, and psychology, as well as independent researchers,
journalists, and social writers with professional or research experience concerning honor killings, domestic
violence, social harms, or the media representation of violence.

Participants were selected through purposive and judgmental sampling, supplemented where necessary by

snowball sampling to identify additional information-rich participants. Eligibility criteria included relevant



academic or professional expertise, familiarity with social media dynamics, previous research or professional
engagement with honor-related violence or related social issues, and at least two years of Instagram use.
Sampling continued until conceptual saturation was achieved. Overall, 30 participants were interviewed,
including 15 university-based academics and specialists and 15 independent researchers, journalists, and social
writers.

Data were collected through documentary review and semi-structured interviews. The interview guide
addressed participants’ understandings of honor killing, the role of social networks in circulating violent
events, forms of user reposting, emotional and interpretive reactions, the role of traditional and cultural
meanings, and the possibility of distinguishing different reposting patterns. Thirty interviews, each lasting
approximately 40-60 minutes, were conducted, audio-recorded with participants’ consent, and transcribed
verbatim.

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis. MAXQDA was used to organize, code, retrieve, and compare
the interview material. Analysis involved repeated familiarization with the transcripts, generation of initial
inductive codes, grouping related codes into preliminary subthemes, development of broader themes, iterative
review of thematic coherence, definition and naming of final themes, and interpretation of relationships among
them. Both semantic and latent meanings were considered. Credibility was strengthened through independent
coding of part of the material, comparison and discussion of coding decisions, participant feedback on selected
interpretations, repeated reference to the original transcripts, and maintenance of an analytical record
throughout the coding process.

Findings

Among the 30 participants, 18 were men (60%) and 12 were women (40%). Eight participants (26.7%) were
aged 30-39 years, 12 (40%) were aged 4049 years, seven (23.3%) were aged 50-59 years, and three (10%)
were aged 60 years or older. Three participants (10%) held bachelor’s degrees, nine (30%) held master’s
degrees, and 18 (60%) held doctoral degrees. Fifteen participants (50%) were faculty members or university
specialists, eight (26.7%) were independent researchers in social and cultural fields, and seven (23.3%) were
journalists or social writers. Their areas of expertise included sociology (26.7%), communication and media
studies (23.3%), media management and social communication (13.3%), psychology (20%), and journalism
and applied social studies (16.7%).

The thematic analysis identified seven major patterns of reposting honor killings: reactive and episodic
reposting, empathetic reposting, plural and multi-pattern reposting, news-informational reposting, emotional-
affective reposting, justificatory or custom-oriented reposting, and activist-protest reposting.

Reactive and episodic reposting referred to rapid circulation immediately following the emergence of a violent
incident. These reposts were often driven by shock, anger, fear, or sadness and tended to decline once the initial

media wave subsided. Participants characterized this form as short-lived, highly reactive, and generally lacking



sustained analytical follow-up. Users frequently reposted before developing psychological distance or
critically processing the event.

Empathetic reposting centered on the suffering of the victim. Users expressed sympathy, grief, moral
solidarity, and shared pain, often through short captions or statements emphasizing victimhood and injustice.
This pattern increased the human visibility of victims but was often temporary and did not necessarily develop
into sustained social action.

Plural and multi-pattern reposting indicated that honor killings generated competing and simultaneous
narratives. Social networks became arenas in which traditional, modern, moral, gender-based, legal, and
political interpretations interacted. Users therefore functioned as meaning-making actors rather than simple
information transmitters.

News-informational reposting involved the circulation of news reports, images, screenshots, or videos with
minimal personal interpretation. Although apparently neutral, such reposting increased the visibility and public
circulation of violent events and expanded their audience.

Emotional-affective reposting involved explicit expressions of anger, sadness, shock, fear, and disbelief.
Emotionally charged captions and content were perceived as particularly likely to attract attention and further
circulation. Such reposting frequently functioned as a form of emotional discharge.

Justificatory or custom-oriented reposting involved attempts to interpret or justify violence through concepts
such as honor, family reputation, local custom, or traditional morality. In this pattern, cultural explanation
could shift toward implicit or explicit legitimation of violence and contribute to the digital reproduction of
traditional norms.

Finally, activist-protest reposting transformed circulation into symbolic action. Users employed hashtags,
campaigns, critical interpretations, calls for solidarity, legal criticism, and demands for social change. In this
pattern, reposting became a means of challenging gender inequality, criticizing structural violence, and
constructing counter-discourses against honor-related violence.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that reposting honor killings is not a homogeneous communicative behavior. Instead,
it is a multilayered social process involving emotion, interpretation, cultural positioning, moral judgment,
information transfer, and symbolic action. The seven identified patterns show that the meaning of an honor
killing changes as it circulates through digital environments. Users actively reshape events through what they
select, emphasize, condemn, justify, or contextualize.

The coexistence of reactive, emotional, and empathetic patterns suggests that immediate affective engagement
is a central feature of digital responses to honor killings. Social media allows users to publicly express grief
and anger almost instantly, but this speed may limit reflective processing. Consequently, intense attention may

be followed by rapid disappearance of the issue from public discussion. This finding highlights a distinction




between visibility and sustained engagement: widespread circulation does not necessarily produce sustained
understanding or social intervention.

The coexistence of justificatory and activist patterns is particularly significant. It illustrates how social media
simultaneously reproduces and contests cultural traditions. Traditional ideas concerning honor and family
reputation can be reconstructed in digital discourse, but those same platforms can also be used to question
patriarchal values, criticize gender inequality, and mobilize symbolic resistance. Virtual social networks should
therefore not be regarded as inherently progressive or inherently harmful. Their social effect depends
substantially on the meanings and interpretive frameworks produced through user interaction.

The identification of plural and multi-pattern reposting further suggests that social media functions as a
discursive arena in which competing definitions of violence, morality, gender, family, and tradition confront
one another. An honor killing does not enter social media with a single stable meaning. It becomes a contested
object reconstructed through multiple narratives. Reposting therefore constitutes part of the social life of the
event itself.

The findings also underline the importance of distinguishing between simple dissemination and socially
responsible communication. News-informational reposting may appear neutral, yet repeated circulation
increases visibility and may shape perceptions of the prevalence and normality of violence. Emotional
circulation may raise awareness but can also reduce complex structural issues to short-lived affective reactions.
Responsible digital communication should therefore combine sensitivity to victims with sufficient cultural,
legal, and social context.

Overall, the study concludes that the reposting of honor killings on virtual social networks is a dynamic
meaning-making process rather than a simple act of content transmission. The identified patterns range from
immediate emotional response and sympathy to cultural justification, critical interpretation, and digital
activism. Social networks can consequently function both as spaces for reproducing traditional narratives that
legitimize violence and as arenas for challenging those narratives and constructing anti-violence discourse.
Understanding these patterns provides a more nuanced basis for analyzing the relationship between digital

media, gendered violence, cultural meanings, and contemporary forms of public engagement.
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