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Abstract
Background: Marital infidelity is a traumatic interpersonal incident that can lead to cognitive,

emotional, and behavioral symptoms in the injured spouse. Objective: The current study is to
investigate the lived experiences of Afghan women of marital infidelity and how they interact
with this phenomenon. Method: The current research is applied in terms of purpose and
qualitative in terms of execution method. The studied population includes women living in
Herat city (Afghanistan) who had the experience of marital infidelity by their husbands and had
referred to counseling centers in the year 1400, from which 18 people were selected as a
sample using the purposeful sampling method. And they were interviewed using a semi-
structured method. The interviews were conducted using the thematic analysis approach
proposed by Braun and Clarke (Braun & Clarke, 2021) and information was presented in three
primary code categories, categories, and themes. Findings: From the analysis of the interviews,
three themes (reaction to infidelity, facing infidelity and factors to stay in the relationship), also
11 categories and 114 primary codes were extracted. The method Hollway and Freshwater was
used to validate the developed model (Thematic network). Conclusion: Based on the findings, it
can be concluded that the decision-making and reaction of women in patriarchal and
traditional societies towards the phenomenon of marital infidelity is unique to the cultural-
social context of the society. Almost all women in this study have decided to stay in the
relationship, albeit against their wish. At the practical level, the findings of this research can be
used by counselors who work with Afghan couples in the field of marital infidelity.
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Introduction

The universal definition of infidelity is elusive due to variations across societies and
cultures(Navabinejad et al., 2023). Generally, infidelity can be defined as the engagement in
intimate relationships involving sexual and emotional affection with a third party,
consequently breaching the commitment of the marital relationship, and causing emotional
distress to the betrayed spouse(Choupani et al., 2021). Weiser & Weigel, introduces a broader
perspective on infidelity, which can include sexual, emotional, or virtual-based relationships
or a mix thereof(Bakhtyari et al., 2021). Therefore, sexual infidelity pertains to physical, sexual
acts with individuals other than one's partner, emotional infidelity to emotional connections
outside the primary relationship, and virtual infidelity incorporates both emotional and
sexual aspects within the digital realm(Selterman et al., 2021). Although cultural variations
exist across diverse societies, infidelity within marital relationships is generally deemed
immoral and unethical(Samadi Kashan et al., 2019). Marital infidelity is a complicated issue,
affecting the involved individuals and potentially imposing risks on other family members
and broader society. Predominantly, the betrayed party tends to bear the most severe
harm(Amani et al., 2020). Clinical observations and empirical studies confirm that uncovering
and acknowledging infidelity can lead to detrimental consequences, interrupting both
partners' emotional and behavioral functioning(Esfandiyari Bayat et al., 2021). Infidelity's
repercussions span various emotional responses, such as aggression, a desire for revenge,
feelings of boredom, a sense of victimhood, shock, denial, and, in extreme cases, incidents of
spousal homicide or suicide (Bashirpour et al., 2020). Generally, the mental health of spouses
engaged in infidelity deteriorates under such circumstances(Dehghani & Dehghani, 2023).
Considering the increase of marital infidelity in different societies and its consequences, it
should also be noted that infidelity is a specific cultural phenomenon that should be studied
and intervened in this cultural context. Therefore, the issue that has been neglected by
researchers is the lived experiences of Afghan women from the phenomenon of marital
infidelity, which is mentioned in this research.

The purpose of the current research is to investigate the life experiences of Afghan women of
marital infidelity and how they interact with this phenomenon. Based on this, the current
research can fill this big research gap and be considered a great help for counselors and
specialists in the field of mental health. Also, this research can be effective in improving

research literature in the field of marital infidelity. Therefore, the main problem in this
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research is:
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How do Afghan women experience marital infidelity and what kind of attitude do they
have towards this phenomenon?
Methodology
The current study employed a qualitative thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Participants
were purposively chosen from women residing in Herat city, Afghanistan, who had personal
encounters with marital infidelity, meeting specific inclusion criteria. These criteria consisted
of voluntary consent to participate, experiencing spousal infidelity within the past year, no

impairments that hinders communication, and an age range between 20 and 45 years.

Results and discussion

The primary objective of this research was to delve into the experiences of Afghan women
who had encountered infidelity within their marriages. In-depth interviews were conducted
with 18 Afghan women who, against their own wishes, chose to remain in the relationship
despite their spouses' infidelity. The research findings were organized into three main
themes: initial reactions to infidelity, coping mechanisms for dealing with infidelity, and
cultural factors. The first theme examined women's initial responses to their partner's
infidelity, encompassing a wide range of psychological, emotional, behavioral, physical, and
cognitive reactions. These findings align with previous studies that have highlighted the
array of negative emotions experienced by women, including anger and shock(Afshari
Kashanian et al., 2019; Movahedrad, Alitabar, et al., 2023), Additionally, women reported
behavioral responses such as aggression(Soufy et al., 2021), as well as breakdowns in
communication (Amani et al., 2020), family disruption (Ariapooran & Hajimoradi, 2021), and
physical symptoms like gastrointestinal problems, cardiovascular issues, and respiratory
difficulties (Asayesh et al, 2022). The second theme sheds light on the various coping
strategies employed by women to navigate infidelity in their relationships. These strategies
included attempts to repair the relationship, enduring emotional dissatisfaction while staying
in the relationship, and emotional detachment. Some women made efforts to salvage the
relationship by practicing forgiveness, a topic that has also been explored in previous
research(Bakhtyari et al., 2021; Dehghani & Dehghani, 2023). Forgiveness plays a crucial role in
intimate relationships(Greenman et al., 2019). and is considered an integral part of the healing
process following transgressions like infidelity. It involves a transitional process that
facilitates healing from past offenses and is often emphasized in couples therapy(Fife et al.,

2023; lzadi et al., 2022). However, many women felt a sense of obligation to remain in the
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relationship, which sometimes resulted in emotional and even physical distancing from their
unfaithful spouses. Previous studies have also indicated that individuals may adopt more
passive coping strategies, such as avoidance, submission, and diverting attention, when faced
with infidelity, particularly when there are children involved and a lack of a supportive
network, leading to the decision to stay in the relationship(Fife et al., 2023). The third theme
highlights the compelling factors that lead women to remain in their marital relationships,
despite their personal desires. These factors encompass family dynamics, cultural taboos,
individual circumstances, and economic considerations. In Afghan society, women have
limited options for seeking separation from their husbands, as outlined by(Dadras et al., 2022),
which include situations of prolonged absence, refusal to provide financial support, incurable
illness, or disability on the part of the husband. However, Afghan civil law grants men the
freedom to divorce without providing any reason, even allowing for verbal divorces. In
practice, the conservative social norms prevalent in the community heavily restrict women's
rights to divorce, sometimes leading to instances of severe violence that do not align with
local norms or interpretations of Islamic laws. As stated in the Afghan government's report to
the Committee on the Elimination of Dis crimination against Women (CEDAW) , "Although
women have the legal right to seek divorce under specific grounds, most women are unaware
of this right. The desire for divorce is uncommon due to the perception of divorce as
undesirable in Afghan culture." Moreover, traditional customs and cultural structures in
Afghan society hinder women's entry into the job market, impeding their ability to achieve
higher status, while men enjoy greater economic and social standing. Consequently, women
with limited access to economic and human resources depend on their spouses(Askari et al.,
2019) note that Afghan society is deeply ingrained with strong gender stereotypes that
delineate boundaries and impose restrictions between the sexes. Deviating from these norms
elicits severe social reactions. Patriarchal traditions and beliefs hold significant importance in
Afghanistan, dictating the boundaries, ethical standards, and roles of women and men based
on biological differences. In this patriarchal system, while women may contribute to
production, they are deprived of ownership rights due to men's perceived superiority.
Collectivism is a prominent characteristic of this system, diminishing individual autonomy
and limiting the utilization of personal abilities. As a result, Afghan women, even after
experiencing betrayal within their collective life and cultural beliefs, often prioritize their

own desires and do not consider divorce due to its negative consequences.
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