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Very few research projects have been conducted on
the subject of rape in Iran compared with Western
nations. Conducting studies in this field presents dif-
ficulties and challenges all over the world. Some of
the many challenges faced by researchers undertaking
studies in this field are locating potential participants
without revealing to family and friends the purpose
of the study or invading the privacy of potential
participants, and the need to provide counseling to
women who became upset by the interview once
located and contacted.1

Mental disorders may occur after a traumatic event.
For example, the most common cause of posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) among women in Iran is sexual
assault. A study conducted in Iran suggests that the
rate of PTSD in victims of rape in Tehran is 61.6 per-
cent.2 Another study suggests the prevalence of PTSD
in the rape victims of Kohgiloyeh and Boyerahmad
Province is as high as 91.2 percent.3 Some researchers
have indicated that 74.58 percent and 41.49 percent of
individuals met diagnostic criteria for PTSD at the first
and twelfth month following sexual assault.4 But the
number of female victims of rape who seek help from
medical professionals is very low.

In a project we conducted with female victims of
rape who were referred to Zanjan Province Forensic

Medicine Centers in 2022, we tried to identify the
risk factors that lead to an increase in the probability
of PTSD arising in these women using the Clinician-
Administered PTSD Scale for DSM-5 (CAPS-5)
questionnaire. CAPS is an extensively validated and
widely used structured diagnostic interview for post-
traumatic stress disorder.5 Because of a number of dif-
ficulties we faced throughout the course of the study,
however, we were unable to bring this project to com-
pletion (see below).
The Iranian Legal Medicine Organization, as an

independent and specialized organization in the
Judiciary of the Islamic Republic of Iran with
the mandate of finding the truth and helping in
the establishment of justice in society, provides
expert opinions in the field of forensic medicine,
based on scientific, legal, and juridical princi-
ples.6,7 The Legal Medicine Research Center of the
Islamic Republic of Iran allows these specialists to
conduct research related to this field.8 In case of
sexual assault, the forensic physician will perform a
thorough physical examination of the victim and, if
needed, will collect samples. The physician will also
complete a form composed of questions, such as
when and where the sexual assault happened, how
many assailants there were, whether and what type of
penetration occurred, if the victim has menstruated
since, and so on.
Forensic psychiatry is a special unit of the legal

medicine organization. The main duty of forensic
psychiatrists is determining the criminal responsibil-
ity of persons with mental disorders who committed
crimes, but these specialists are not involved in exam-
ining and diagnosing the victims of crimes. In our

Dr. Ghoreishi is Associate Professor in the Department of
Psychiatry, Zanjan University of Medical Sciences, Zanjan, Iran.
Dr. Bashardoost Nalekiashari is an independent scholar in Tehran,
Iran. Address correspondence to: Dr. Seyed Abolfazl Ghoreishi, MD.
E-mail: sabgho@zums.ac.ir.

The views expressed in the submitted manuscript are the authors’
and not an official position of any institution.

Disclosures of financial or other potential conflicts of interest: None.

2 The Journal of the American Academy of Psychiatry and the Law

mailto:sabgho@zums.ac.ir


study, however, psychiatrists from Zanjan University
of Medical Sciences were allowed to work with female
victims of sexual assault who were referred to forensic
centers. These participants were interviewed using the
CAPS-5 questionnaire and, if PTSD was evident,
were referred to the clinics or emergency department
of Shahid Beheshti Hospital for further evaluation
and treatment. During the interview, if signs and
symptoms of other mental disorders such as depres-
sion were present, or if the participant was evaluated
as having a high risk of suicide, then the participant
was referred to specialists who would visit and treat
the patient for a fraction of the cost.

Male victims were not included in the study
because of the rarity of their presentation. The num-
ber of male victims of sexual assault over the age of
12 who would have been eligible to participate in
our research was too small to achieve meaningful
results. This does not mean there are no male victims
of rape, but they do not go to forensic centers; their
feeling shameful or thinking they have been stripped
of their masculinity may be relevant factors. The
same could not be said for male victims of rape under
the age of 12. In examining child victims of rape, pa-
rental consent is necessary unless parents themselves
are suspects, in which case a judge’s order is required.
Having a social worker, nurse, or child psychologist
present during the interview with the child may be
helpful but is rarely accomplished. A separate inter-
view is performed with parents or guardians of the
child, followed by a physical examination.

Obstacles to Research

There are multiple obstacles hindering the con-
duct of research in the field of sexual assault in Iran.
Ideological societies are always concerned with pre-
senting a certain image of themselves, both within
and outside of their borders, and seek to maintain
that image by controlling all aspects of reality.
Ideological thinking is divorced from the realities of
perception, and insists on a “truer” reality concealed
behind all perceptible things, dominating them from
this place of concealment and revealed precisely by
the ideology, which is taught by the educational
institutions. Once these movements have come to
power, they proceed to change reality in accordance
with their ideological claims.9 They believe that
showing social anomalies will spoil this image, and
therefore not only do they not support this type of

research, but they also create serious obstacles in an
attempt to suppress it altogether.
Some religious scholars believe that talking about

corruption is the same thing as promoting it or that
whoever broadcasts an abominable act and sin is like
the one who committed it.10 As a result, Islamic coun-
tries emphasize the need to conceal personal and social
defects and anomalies. Any kind of research or ac-
knowledgment of the existence of anomalies such as
rape exposes social corruption, considered an obscene
and objectionable matter in the traditional and reli-
gious ethics of Islamic societies. As theMuslim prophet
Muhammad has said: “Whoever covers the defects
of his Muslim brother in this world, God will con-
ceal his on the day of resurrection” (Ref. 11, p 609).
Many researchers worry that they will be questioned
by authorities in the event they decide to embark
on research projects exposing the occurrence of sex-
ual assault.
There is a very large gap between the educational

system and the social application of research, such
that universities and the scientific community at large
do not have a direct relationship with society, nor is
researchers’ work applied directly within society
itself. In other words, research remains strictly a
theoretical or academic matter, buried in libraries
and computers. Complex administrative bureauc-
racy and lack of interorganizational cooperation
can lead to researchers quickly losing interest in
taking the long and arduous path of exploring
social anomalies such as rape.
A large number of rape victims are never referred

to institutions like forensic centers. Fear of being
found guilty of adultery is the main driving force pre-
venting men and women from seeking assistance
from doctors or the judicial system, as such a finding
could carry with it punishment, by the laws of
Iran.12 In other words, the Islamic Penal Code pre-
vents the registration of anomalies and the undertaking
of any research about them. Also, rape is punishable
by death in Iran,13 which means if the judge decides
rape has indeed occurred, the rapist will be hanged,
and some victims who do not agree with the death
penalty will not alert legal authorities.
Many women only go to forensic centers because

of family pressure and only with the intent of evalu-
ating their virginity status (see below) and do not
want to participate in activities such as research.
Virginity, defined as an intact hymen, is considered a
sign of purity. In the distant past, family members
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used to gather by the door of the newlyweds and
wait for the blood on the white cloth as a sign of vir-
ginity, to celebrate their honorable family. Today,
before the marriage is official, the man would take
his fianc�e to a gynecologist or midwife to check her
virginity status. This all means that even though
many people are not concerned with having a broken
hymen, many women still worry it might ruin their
chance of a successful marriage; thus, the custom of
the virginity examination continues.14

Many of these women distrust legal institutions
and are afraid of having their identities revealed.
They believe that participating in such a study would
cause records to be created which could later become
available to others and therefore lead to their gaining
a dishonorable reputation.

Because of the traditional features of Iranian soci-
ety, women are worried that if other people find out
they have been sexually assaulted, they will be chas-
tised and incriminated, rejected from family and
clan, forced to drop out of school, unable to find a
suitable husband, or even be considered prostitutes.
They may also lose their jobs and financial independ-
ence, have their spouse and children taken away
from them, or be harmed or even killed by their own
family.15,16 As noted above, our study did not
include male victims of rape; men likely would also
prefer to keep such an incident hidden because it vio-
lates the traditional role of the man as the masculine
protector of the family. Further research needs to be
done on this matter.

Many women who participate in research requir-
ing follow-up do not return. Some of the reasons for
this may be the mental disorders that could arise as a
result of rape, such as depression or anxiety, or per-
sons changing their phone number or address to con-
ceal their identity and whereabouts.

A lot of women who are referred to forensic cen-
ters have previously gone to other organizations such
as the police force, but did not receive the help they
required and were not well treated.15,17,18 For many
victims, postassault help-seeking can become a second
experience of victimization.19 As a result, they have no
desire to participate in the research of other related
organizations, having been previously judged or repri-
manded instead of being afforded the assistance they
needed at the time.

In our original study, we interviewed the eligible
participants one month after the incident and we
made follow-up appointments until six months after

the incident because PTSD may emerge one to six
months after a traumatic event. As mentioned before,
participants diagnosed with PTSD would be referred
to both a psychiatrist and a psychologist for further
evaluation and treatment. Our focus was on signs and
symptoms of PTSD; however, some of the participants
were experiencing other mental disorders, such as
depression, eating disorders, or drug and alcohol mis-
use, and were hoping they could speak more about
these concerns and receive treatment for them. Our
main focus on PTSD caused some of the participants
to not want to return for a follow-up appointment.
For rape victims under the age of 18, the presence

and consent of a parent or guardian is required to
participate in the research project. In many cases,
parents prevent the child from participating in the
project to protect the child’s feelings and future. The
limited number of forensic medical centers available
in the provinces, the lower income of most of the vic-
tims, and the high cost of transportation all prevent
women from participating in multistage research.

Conclusion

It appears that cultural and social factors have an
effect on the psychopathology of diseases, in the
sense that the cultural characteristics of Iran not only
do not allow those in need of help to seek it but even
encourage the suppression of signs and symptoms of
mental disorders. Because many women victims
intend to keep their trauma hidden and believe no
good will come of sharing what happened to them,
they try to conceal the signs of the rape, whether
physical signs such as bruises or scratches or signs of
a mental disorder. In our study, we focused on
female victims of sexual assault, who may be more
dependent on men and for whom the law is not
equal (Ref. 20, Articles 907 and 1169). Male victims
of sexual assault also face many challenges and are in
need of a place in which to speak out safely about
their trauma. We must educate our children to not
be ashamed and ask for help when they need it. We
must remind our physicians to provide a safe envi-
ronment for their patients and support them. Even
an informative pamphlet could be a good first step
for victims and their families, something that does
not exist at the moment.
For those who would like to research such matters,

multistage studies may be a lot more difficult to exe-
cute. Providing a safe environment for the participants,
covering their cost of travel, and offering outstanding
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medical and psychological support will be beneficial.
Although researchers must be very cautious approach-
ing such matters, they must also be very patient
because the path of research on sexual assault, at least
in Iran, is quite long. But if they can apply their
results in society, it might help prevent crimes, drasti-
cally improve people’s lives, or even save some lives.

Acknowledgments

The authors appreciate the executive support of Zanjan
Forensic Medicine Center.

References

1. Holemes KA, Williams JE. Problems and pitfalls of rape victim
research: An analysis of selected methodological, ethical and
pragmatic concerns. National Institute of Justice report. 1978.
Available from: https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/
problems-and-pitfalls-rape-victim-research-analysis-selected. Accessed
December 26, 2023

2. Vasegh Rahimparvar SF, Mottaghi B, Daneshparvar H, Jafari A.
The study of post-traumatic stress disorder in women complaining
of rape referred to Legal Medicine Center in Tehran in 2013. Iran
J Forensic Med. 2015; 21(1):47–52

3. Kharamin SA, Gorji R, Gholam Zade S, Amini K. The prevalence
rate of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in the rape victims of
Kohgiloyeh and Boyairahmad Province during (2011-2012). Iran
J Forensic Med. 2012; 18(2 and 3):99–106

4. Dworkin ER, Jaffe AE, Bedard-Gilligan M, Fitzpatrick S. PTSD
in the year following sexual assault: A meta-analysis of prospective
studies. Trauma Violence Abuse. 2023 Apr; 24(2):497–514

5. Weathers FW, Bovin MJ, Lee DJ, et al. The Clinician-Administered
PTSD Scale for DSM-5 (CAPS-5): Development and initial
psychometric evaluation in military veterans. Psychol Assess. 2018
Mar; 30(3):383–95

6. A Brief History of Legal Medicine Organization [Internet]; 2019.
Available from: https://en.lmo.ir/index.php?module¼cdk&func¼
loadmodule&system¼cdk&sismodule¼user/content_view.php&
sisOp¼view&ctp_id¼23&cnt_id¼94112&id¼1451. Accessed
January 7, 2024

7. Wikipedia. Iran Legal Medicine Organization [Internet]. Available
from: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_Legal_Medicine_
Organization. Accessed January 7, 2024

8. Examples of publications of Iran Legal Medicine Organization
[Internet]. Available from: https://www.researchgate.net/institution/
Iranian_Legal_Medicine_Organization. Accessed January 7, 2024

9. Hana A. The Origins of Totalitarianism, Seventh Printing.
Cleveland, OH and New York: The World Publishing Company;
1962. p 470-1

10. Muhammad Ibn Y. A-K. Kitab al-Kafi, Volume 2. Tehran, Iran:
Dar al-kitab al-islami; p. 356

11. Jalaluddin A-S. Al- Jami’al Saghir, Volume 2. Beirut, Lebanon:
Dar al Fikr; 2008

12. Islamic Republic of Iran Penal Code, article 225. Available from:
https://www.refworld.org/docid/518a19404.html. Accessed January
6, 2024

13. Islamic Republic of Iran Penal Code, article 224. Available from:
https://www.refworld.org/docid/518a19404.html. Accessed January
6, 2024

14. Simbar M, Rahmanian F, Ramezani Tehrani F. Explaining the
experiences and perceptions of gynecologists and midwives about
virginity examination and its outcomes: A qualitative study. The
Iranian Journal of Obstetrics, Gynecology and Infertility. 2015;
18(173):1–22

15. Irvanian A. Revictimity of sexual victims in the context of the
community’s response and Criminal Justice System. Journal of
Public Law Research. 2010; 12(29):1–24. Available from: https://
www.magiran.com/paper/858357/revictimity-of-sexual-victims-in-
the-context-of-the-community-s-response-and-criminal-justice-system?
lang¼en. Accessed January 6, 2024

16. AlQahtani SM, Almutairi DS, BinAqeel EA, et al. Honor killings
in the eastern Mediterranean region: A narrative review. Healthcare
(Basel). 2022 Dec 27; 11(1):74

17. Farajiha M, Azari H. Critical approach to criminal protection of
victim women of rape in Iran law. Refahj. 2011; 11(40):287–314

18. Patterson D. The linkage between secondary victimization by law
enforcement and rape case outcomes. J Interpers Violence. 2011
Jan; 26(2):328–47

19. Campbell R. The psychological impact of rape victims. Am
Psychol. 2008 Nov; 63(8):702–17

20. The Civil Code of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Available from:
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/49997adb27.pdf. Accessed January
6, 2024

Ghoreishi and Nalekiashari

Volume 52, Number 1, 2024 5

https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/problems-and-pitfalls-rape-victim-research-analysis-selected
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/problems-and-pitfalls-rape-victim-research-analysis-selected
https://en.lmo.ir/index.php?module=cdk&func=loadmodule&system=cdk&sismodule=user/content_view.php&sisOp=view&ctp_id=23&cnt_id=94112&id=1451
https://en.lmo.ir/index.php?module=cdk&func=loadmodule&system=cdk&sismodule=user/content_view.php&sisOp=view&ctp_id=23&cnt_id=94112&id=1451
https://en.lmo.ir/index.php?module=cdk&func=loadmodule&system=cdk&sismodule=user/content_view.php&sisOp=view&ctp_id=23&cnt_id=94112&id=1451
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_Legal_Medicine_Organization
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iranian_Legal_Medicine_Organization
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Iranian_Legal_Medicine_Organization
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Iranian_Legal_Medicine_Organization
https://www.refworld.org/docid/518a19404.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/518a19404.html
https://www.magiran.com/paper/858357/revictimity-of-sexual-victims-in-the-context-of-the-community-s-response-and-criminal-justice-system?lang=en
https://www.magiran.com/paper/858357/revictimity-of-sexual-victims-in-the-context-of-the-community-s-response-and-criminal-justice-system?lang=en
https://www.magiran.com/paper/858357/revictimity-of-sexual-victims-in-the-context-of-the-community-s-response-and-criminal-justice-system?lang=en
https://www.magiran.com/paper/858357/revictimity-of-sexual-victims-in-the-context-of-the-community-s-response-and-criminal-justice-system?lang=en
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/49997adb27.pdf

