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Introduction  
 
After reading the Iranian-American debut novel from Kaveh Akbar: Martyr!, more strikingly, I 
became curious as to whether this desire for one’s “life [...] to matter”1 was really as simple 
and naïve as being an individualistic desire or whether it resembles a greater theme of 
control and attempt at cultivating the Iranian national identity. As the author himself puts it: 
“[...] there is no escaping it. The Iranian cult of the martyr stuff.”2, which, yes, is meant to be 
humorous, but also carries a deeper truth to it. Every Iranian has their own personal 
experience with how martyrdom or death was “sold” to them while growing up. I, myself, 
grew up hearing many stories from my family about their time during the Iran-Iraq War and 
the people they lost, the people who were “martyred” for the sake of protecting the “sacred” 
soil (Khak Vatan - Persian word for ‘soil of the motherland’).  
 
This modern historical piece of fiction by Kaveh Akbar explores the protagonist’s (Cyrus’) 
journey of sobriety and purpose in life, given how he is still deeply scarred by the death of 
his mother in an Iranian Civilian aeroplane shot down by the US on July 3rd 1988 (Iran flight 
655). With the death of his mother having been so sudden and unforgiving, Cyrus grapples 
with how his mother’s death seemingly had no meaning and that he deeply wants “[his own] 
death to matter more than that3.” 
 
Iran’s mould of a national identity has been far from static within its contemporary history of 
various revolutions and changes of government, such that it has triggered a spiral into other 
mediums of national expression, such as a self-identification with the martyr identity. 
Martyrdom within the Iranian sphere, whether for the people in Iran or those part of the 
Iranian diaspora, remains an incredibly sore and confusing concept to dissect. Therefore, in 
this essay, I intend to tackle whether martyrdom within the Iranian identity can be solely an 
individual pursuit or whether it is a distinctly unique governmental state-induced tool within 
the realm of Iranian national identity. Because I want to live in a reality, or attempt to display 
that such a reality could exist, where martyrdom is not a necessity for our communities to 
have to numb the sight of mass casualties we face as communities. A reality where life is 
celebrated with much greater pride than the tragic, preventable death disguised as voluntary 
national heroism. This desire is not a betrayal of my “culture” but rather a want for more — a 
refusal to succumb to this inevitability of premature death, again, disguised and sold as 
voluntary heroism and a refusal to be tied to an identity of needing to glorify death for the 
sake of national sovereignty.  
 
 

Part 1 –  Martyrdom: What is it?  
 
I want to honour this section to define the concept of martyrdom as it stands today, truly, and 
to underscore its differences from its original roots. According to the Oxford dictionary, a 
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“martyr” constitutes ‘a person who undergoes death or great suffering for a faith, belief, or 
cause [...]’ 4. However, there also exists another definition within the Christian Church 
wherein it constitutes ‘a person who chooses to suffer death rather than renounce faith in 
Christ or obedience to his teachings [...]’5. The latter definition provides a great foundation for 
demonstrating the origins of this idea of a “martyr”, which in modern day seems to only be 
associated with “the East”. These days, one can assert that the use of the word “martyr” is 
most often associated with Islam or at least countries in the Middle East, which contrasts 
with the previously Christian roots of the word.  
 
Etymologically, the word “martyr” was derived to describe someone who bore “testimony” to 
their faith, also translating as a “witness”6.  The meaning and essence of a “martyr” has 
faced several shifts and while it is often seen in religious contexts, the word martyr is 
definitely not exclusive to religious sectors and perhaps today it is even more pertinent to the 
context of nationhood and the purpose of a people of a nation. In fact, considering all of the 
varied perspectives on the word, for the purpose of exploring the theme of a “martyr” within 
the context of Iran’s nationhood, I will loosely define it as ‘a person who is willing to or does 
die for the purpose of propelling their collective cause of belief’. With the definition of a 
martyr being more specified to the context of Iran, one can now attempt to view its impact on 
the country’s sense of national identity.  
 
 
 

Part 2 – A Cultural Phenomenon?  
 
The question and statement I pose here is to attempt to challenge this one-dimensional view 
or narrative regarding Martyrdom in the Middle East, where too often, I believe, the 
externally or internally caused death of a nation’s people is easily depicted as a “tragic 
reality” as opposed to what it is: preventable tragedies and preventable deaths. To avoid 
confusion, I define “externally” caused deaths as those inflicted upon a nation by a different 
nation, such as war, bombings, and sanctions. Whereas internally caused deaths are those 
that are caused as a result of that same nation’s government's mismanagement or 
corruption, such as state executions, unsafe working conditions and abuses of power by 
security forces.  
 
Ultimately, a country’s objective remains to keep citizens safe, secure economic stability and 
maintain a good quality of life within the nation. Thus, I aim to demonstrate how innately 
ironic it is to assume that the “martyr identity” is merely a cultural phenomenon that people 

6 martyr | Origin and meaning of martyr by Online Etymology Dictionary. (n.d.). 
Www.etymonline.com. Retrieved August 12 C.E., from 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/martyr 
 
 

5 Oxford University Press. (n.d.). Martyr, n., 1.a. In Oxford English dictionary. Retrieved August 12, 
2025, from https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/1867378592 

4Oxford University Press. (n.d.). Martyr, n., 2.a. In Oxford English dictionary. Retrieved August 12, 
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hold naturally, especially in such a religiously diverse country like Iran. However, I will also 
appreciate that, undoubtedly, some traditions, like the day of Ashura, have been prominent 
within Iranian society for so long that they do now hold cultural values, and so they must also 
be acknowledged.   
 
Ashura is very literally the tenth day of the Islamic month of Muharram wherein muslims, 
mostly Shia muslims, remember and mourn the martyred Imam Husayn during the Karbalā 
war in 680 CE. This was while he was travelling from the islamic holy city of Medina (Saudia 
Arabia) to Kufa (Iraq); during this journey, he was captured by “the forces of the Umayyad 
caliph Yazīd”7   
The remembrance of this martyrdom is an incredibly thought-out ritual in Iran and precisely 
because of this, it has been tied to a sense of national unity during this period of 
remembrance. I have personally never been a part of the ritual but I grew up hearing about 
how many of my family members and general members of my hometown in Iran would 
gather to help prepare for the local ritual (captured in the photo below - any city names, 
names of people and personal details are omitted for the purpose of prioritising safety). 
When talking to a family relative about this time of year, they would always recount the 
sense of hambastegi (“unity” -  Persian) that came with this period due to the efforts to feed 
people within the local community without charge and being able to visit each other on the 
day.  
 
 
 
 
 

Therefore, although this “national holiday” is meant to signify a period of mourning, I hold the 
belief that it has developed into a greater meaning over the years in both a positive and 
negative sense. It is positive in that it has provided the people of Iran a sense of purpose 
and unity even when the economy or social standards of the country have been deteriorating 
for years on end. On the other hand, it must be emphasised that these rituals and the 
continuation of such a “national holliday” under a theocratic regime (The Islamic Republic) 
inevitably carries symbolisms and consequences for the future of Iran’s society.  
 

7 (Dehghani, S. & Horsch, 2014, pp. 43) 
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What is meant to be a religious holiday has itself been morphed into a national holiday which 
already develops a foundation for Ashura to become a greater national symbol. Firstly, it 
blurs the line between national culture and religion which is a remnant of the theocratic 
regime, leading to an easier background for religous persecution in Iran to further worsen. 
Secondly, the story of Imam Husayn as the central and arguably “ideal” martyr symbolises 
ideas such as glamorising sacrificing oneself to protect a greater cause and entity, in this 
case shia muslims. Lastly, but importantly, it insinuates that the sentiment and identification 
to “martyrdom” should be one with the nation’s sense of being. Thus, the lack of distinction 
between this holiday being religious and not inherently cultural itself has created and granted 
the regime the ability to abuse it to create a national sense of “unity” and “sacrifice” which is 
abused for the purpose of the regime’s self-preservation which is to be explored in the next 
section.  
  
 

Part 3 – War and Distraction  
 
We have now established the very possible cultural roots and, sometimes, advantages to the 
“martyr” identity within Iranian civil society. When regarding this topic of martyrdom within the 
Iranian national identity, the Iran-Iraq war must be mentioned. It is arguably the most pivotal 
point in the shift of the Iranian national identity and the marking of a new era of how Iranians 
come to view death, soil and life.   
 
Even during the events leading up to the 1979 “Islamic” Revolution in Iran, Ayatollah 
Khomeini did not resist using religious remarks as a way of creating revolutionary 
symbolisms but most importantly as a way of uniting people behind one cause: the 
revolution. It is said that part of the chants were those referencing the martyrdom and 
symbolism of Imam Husayn such as:  “everyday is Ashura and every place is Karbala”8. 
Such a chant reflects and marks the beginning of Iran’s national identity and sense of 
sacrifice as a nation slowly merging with the political state of the country too. It almost marks 
the start of the notion that in order for Iran as a land and a people to remain and persist such 
martyrdom or death would be viewed as an unfortunate necessity. However, I want to make 
clear that I do not believe that at this point it had yet become a tool for controlling the people 
but rather merely using the strong sentiment that martyrdom holds in order to forge a sense 
of etehad (“unity” in Persian). 
 
The Iran-Iraq war (1980-88) is still a very sore wound and came to strike Iran very soon after 
the 1979 “Islamic” revolution; this meant that Iran was already scrambling for a national 
sense of self, since it was in a state of transition, and thus it was as chaotic as one could 
predict. This chaos fundamentally represents this 8-year-long war, it was one of disorder, 
preventable loss and mass national mismanagement. It also paved the way for the new 
“Islamic Republic” to set a firm foundation in every sense, and the propaganda of 
martyrdom, I argue, aided this new national identity and provided itself as a form of 
distraction from the theocracy that was being formed and that has lasted more than four 

8 (Dehghani, S. & Horsch, 2014, pp. 44) 
 

4 



decades and continues to reign today. Khomeini utilised the very same sense of a 
“martyrdom narrative”9 during the Iran-Iraq war in order to be able to unite the whole country 
as a front against the invasion from Iraq’ Saddam Hussain. However, this is the key and 
crucial point where the narrative and identification with “martyrdom” as a nation turned into a 
more serious tool of control by the regime against the people of the nation. It is at this point 
where instead of The Islamic Republic prioritising the life of its people and a peace deal, it 
instead favoured its own self-preservation via the means of the war lasting six more years 
than it needed to. “An estimated 1 - 1.5 million” people died in the war as a result. The 
Iran-Iraq war was the war to demonstrate where the idolisation of death via martyrdom 
resulted in life or “the unwillingness to die for one’s nation” to become undesirable or even 
perhaps shameful.  
 
After the truly traumatic Iran-Iraq war finally coming to an end in 1989, the remnants of the 
importance of ‘martyrdom’ as a national identity for the survival of the, now, new Islamic 
Republic was made no secret. This is evident by viewing how the regime utilised street 
names as a symbolism of what the new nation were to represent. In April of 1979, just 
post-revolution, there had been a change of street names in order to start afresh and erase 
the remaining elements of the previous Pahlavi Dynasty10 but this took an extreme turn after 
the war against Iraq. More than 2100 street names ended up changing to names of victims 
and martyrs from the Iran-Iraq war. This is not merely a representation of how devastating 
the war was on the people of Iran but also how it so definitively changed the course of Iran’s 
national identity. To name streets after the victims and “martyrs” of a war signals to the 
people of that nation that there is a sense of duty that those people have fulfilled for 
protection of Khak Vatan (“the soil of the motherland” in Persian). Thus, conflating the 
ordinary citizen with a responsibility of putting the land first before anything else, even before 
life. Therefore, the regime had managed to deflect their responsibility and duty to protect the 
citizens of Iran by painting it as almost a “beautiful sacrifice” or merely a tragedy. In this 
sense, it was the Iran-Iraq war which cemented the “martyr” identity as a crucial part of the 
national Iranian identity as we know it today. 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
The idea of exploring such a broad and sensitive concept like “martyrdom” in the concept of 
a nation’s sense of identity seems irrelevant in the context of today. However, its power and 
ability to be exploited as a tool by governments must not be understated. Even more 
importantly, the conflation between politics and a people’s lives results in the perpetuation of 
a martyr identity. 
 
Therefore, regarding the question at hand, one can clearly argue that “martyrdom” was not 
necessarily ‘induced’ or created as a concept by the government since it had existed prior 

10 (Ehsan Kashfi, 2023).  
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via religious holidays such as the Ashura. However, as it is seen today in Iran, the narration 
and concept of a ‘loyal martyr’ is still used as a medium for uniting the country in times of 
protests and dissent in Iran. Even if we were to reference the brief war between Israel and 
Iran in June of 2025, the people of Iran were very quick to unite against any external attack 
from Israel or other possible countries despite the growing distaste of The Islamic Repubilc 
amongst Iranians themselves. 
 
Because a martyr does not know who will be the cause of their death but merely that they 
are dying for “their own” cause, thus, their identity lies in the pursuit of sacrifice rather than a 
want to live for the regeneration of the country’s future. In this sense, undoubtedly, 
martyrdom has become a tool of the government to control and hijack the sense of national 
identity in Iran today.  
 
Highlighting this is to say that the self-identification with a “martyr” or “a greater cause” which 
is often attributed to conflicts in the Middle East is not inherent to culture but has rather 
become normalised and not criticised, leading to the desensitization of death in the region.  
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