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ABSTRACT
As honour killings tend to be prevalent in countries with a major Muslim population, many people think that the practice of such
acts is based on the tenets of Islam. This view, however, is erroneous and has nothing to do with the teachings of Islam. In fact,
many Islamic leaders and scholars condemn the practice and deny that it is based on religious doctrine. Therefore, the problem
is not related to Islam, but rather is related to cultural practices and weak law enforcement. For example, it has been contended
that in Jordan and Pakistan, the legal rules which regulate honour killings play a significant role in encouraging such crimes.
Notwithstanding, it is argued that cultural practices, expectations, and traditions play an even more effective role, in spite of
legal reform, in many countries. The concept of honour is very difficult to define since what is considered honourable is different
from one culture or society to another. However, there is no doubt that in all societies, honour is fundamentally considered the
public recognition of one’s social standing.
Key words: Honour killings; family’s identity; social impotence

1.

Introduction:

Honour killing is defined as the murder of female or male individuals of a family by their relatives because they bring dishonour
to the family name.1 Dishonourable acts could entail refusing to enter into an arranged marriage or for having a relationship with
someone whom the family considers to be inappropriate, such as a sexual partner.2 Thousands of girls and women across the
globe are murdered by male family members each year in the name of family honour.3 The United Nations reports that at least
5000 females are killed around the world every year in the name of honour.4 Honour killings have been reported in many
countries in the world, but they are most prevalent in Jordan, Pakistan, Egypt, India, Morocco, Turkey, Bangladesh, Sweden,
Brazil, Ecuador, USA, Italy, Germany, Uganda and the United Kingdom.5 However, although such crimes are not particular to
Islamic countries and communities, they seem to be more common in such places. In some of these communities, males consider
themselves protectors and guardians over their females relatives in their familial domain. Therefore, they believe that they have
the right and obligation to protect their female relatives against any behaviour that is socially unacceptable, even if this means
killing them.6 Women in many Islamic societies, such as Pakistan and Jordan, are believed to represent the honour of their male
relatives and family7 Therefore, if they are suspected of having entered into an “illicit” relationship or behaving in an
“inappropriate manner”, they are seen as having dishonoured the family. 8 In this case, it is very important for men to show their
family and their community their ability to protect their honour and the honour of their family. Such ability is usually represented
by killing those who have damaged their family’s honour and thereby restoring it.
Amal, a seventeen-year-old Jordanian girl, told her family that she had been raped and impregnated by her father's friend. The
family immediately tried to raise money for an abortion in an effort to avoid the stigma that would result from a premarital
pregnancy. After a doctor refused to perform the abortion, Amal's father took the money, bought a shotgun, and, along with
Amal's brother, shot Amal eight times in an attempt to kill her.9
Mukhtar Mai was repeatedly gang-raped by four men in her village in Pakistan in front of hundreds of people from her village. 10
She was then forced to walk home naked.11 This was in fact ordered by a Mastoi tribal council on the grounds that Mukhtar’s
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brother was accused of having sexual relations with a woman from a higher Mastoi tribe. Therefore, in order for the honour of
the higher Mastoi tribe to be restored, the council ordered that the accused sister (Mukhtar) be raped. After the horrifying act was
committed, it was discovered that the accusation against Mukhtar's brother was fabricated by members of the Mastoi tribe in
order to cover up their own sexual relations with the women of the tribe.12
Because of the fact that honour killings tend to be dominant in Muslim countries,13 many people think that the practice of such
acts has something to do with the teachings of Islam. In fact, such practice is denied in Islam, 14 it is related to cultural practices,15
and weak law enforcement.16 For example, in both Jordan and Pakistan, honour killings are still widely committed. In Pakistan, it
is reported that in 2006 alone, at least 565 women were killed in the name of honour. 17 Therefore, in order to examine the
concept of ‘honour killing’, it is important to clearly understand what is generally meant by honour. 18 Campbell (1964), in
referring to Greek society, states that the concept of honour functions in southern Europe as the link between the individual and
community. In this context, honour provides “a moral framework for behaviour, norms and rules that provide a basis for
acceptance in collective life. It is through the holding of honour that individuals find a place in their community, and thus the
concept of honour is imbued with great power.” 19 This paper will pay attention on the fact that there is a complex set of
traditional, social and cultural elements that explain the practice of honour killings.
1.1. Definition of Honour Killing with Different Perspectives
In general, honour crimes can be defined as acts of violence committed against individuals, in most cases women, by male
members of the family, in defence of the family honour.20 However, despite the fact that such violence is mostly perpetrated by
males against females, there are some cases where women have also carried out murder in the name of honour. 21 Human Rights
Watch groups define ‘honour crimes’ as acts of violence usually perpetrated by male members of a family against female
relatives who are thought to have brought dishonour on the family. 22 This dissertation will only focus on the worst form of
honour crime, which is honour killing.
In most Islamic countries, including Pakistan and Jordan, honour killing is excused because it is believed to remove some
imputed stain on the family’s honour.23 It is committed in order to redeem the family name. As mentioned above, actions which
may bring dishonour differ from one society to another, even among Islamic societies. Therefore, the basis for honour killings
varies. In many societies, females are taught that the first and most important thing in their lives is their honour. A female
remains honourable by remaining a virgin and abstaining from any behaviour that may result in sexual relationships. For
example, it is shameful for a female to have a male friend.24
Sometimes women are killed because they are victims of sexual crimes, such as rape. 25 A woman who is raped brings shame to
her family and community.26 A woman may even be killed if her husband dreams that his wife has betrayed him. Moreover,
many women are murdered based solely on rumours and speculation within their community.27
Furthermore, actions such as refusing to submit to an arranged marriage and demanding a divorce are considered dishonourable
in countries such as Pakistan. For example, Nagina Bibi was a seventeen-year-old girl from Pakistan. Her father arranged her
engagement to her cousin, but her brother wanted her to marry his wife's brother. On April 14, 1999, after her brother saw her
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talking to the cousin chosen by their father on the street, he and another brother reportedly tied her with a rope to a wooden post
in their home, sprinkled kerosene over her and set her on fire. She was taken to a hospital with burns over 75% of her body. After
23 days, Nagina died. Her family claimed that her death was due to a stove explosion, but she told doctors that her brother had
set her on fire because she had disobeyed him. 28
In addition, women may be killed for less serious transgressions, such as flirting with or receiving phone calls from men, 29
having male friends, leaving the home without permission, 30 violating dress codes and failing to serve a meal on time31 two). It
is evident that many of the aforementioned actions, which are thought to bring dishonour against a family, are viewed as sexual
in nature.32 In all of these examples, women are thought to have transgressed the limits of social behaviour imposed by
traditions; therefore, punishing them is justifiable. 33 It is believed that females who do not act according to pre-defined standards
viewed as pathological require treatment; they must be 'cured' or 'removed'.34
2. Theoretical Perspective of Honour Killing
2.1. Gendered Expectations
In some Islamic societies, such as Pakistan, women are perceived as sexual objects and are expected to remain within maledominated ideologies, performing as homemakers and nurturers, always remaining subordinate to men.35 Moreover, in
Pakistan,36 women are considered as ‘property’ of men, and domestic violence is viewed as the right of men over the women
with whom they live.37 Even today, in some areas of Pakistan, males believe that if a female is defiant, there is nothing morally
or legally wrong with beating or even killing her. If men do engage in violence, they believe that they will not face prosecution.38
In these societies, the unequal position of women results from social oppression, as well as economic dependency on men.
In fact, violence against females by their male relatives is at times accepted by society and her family if they consider her to have
violated the traditional gender roles in her society. Because of these views, men who engage in violence against their wives,
sisters, or other female relatives, believe that they will not be prosecuted.39 This is because of the weak laws established to
punish such crimes. For instance, the Honour Killings Bill, which has been established in 2004 in Pakistan, has been considered
ineffective. 40 Since it does not declare an honour killing as first degree murder and does not dictate punishment for those who
support, encourage, conspire in, or validate the commissioning of an honour killing.41
Women are considered as property that belongs to their male relatives. Therefore, men have the right to decide what is right and
wrong. Nafisa Shah states: "In the tribal society of Sindh and Baluchistan, a woman is equated with money….But although she
has monetary value, her worth is essentially that of a commodity and this view goes far towards creating a situation when she
may be butchered if she transgresses the conditions under which she is bound to a man for life." 42 It is not easy to explain the
practice of honour killings; it is based on a complex set of traditional, social and cultural factors. In societies such as Jordan, and
Pakistan, for example, any kind of sex outside of marriage is illegal; even conversations and meetings between people other than
relatives is socially unacceptable.43 Such acts by females are perceived to harm a family’s honour. The female family member’s
chastity is the most important form of honour because once lost, it cannot be salvaged. Women within these societies are
expected to actively safeguard their sexuality before marriage. 44
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Females in some families within societies like Pakistan and Jordan are constantly under suspicion. Thus, leaving the home
without permission is not allowed and their friendships and conversations are controlled. More importantly, their life partners
are chosen for them, without their input, by their male relatives 45. If these rules are breached by any female at any age or even if
such violations are only suspected, this may be enough for her relatives to have her killed.46 Family honour depends upon the
sexual conformity of its female family members. 47 Therefore, they must ‘refrain from any sexual activity before marriage, and
from any act that might lead to sexual activity….Every prohibitive demand she complies with constructs her simultaneously as
female and a virgin.’48 A woman’s sexuality is at the heart of a society’s concern of women’s actions and the way in which she
manages her engagements and relationships.49 In order to protect a woman’s virginity for her husband, limits are placed, not
only on her sexual behaviours, but on individuals whom she may contact outside of her family. 50 However, it is not only men
who play a central role in ensuring that women abide by gender norms and expectations; women themselves also play a key role.
51 In some cases, they play a central role in issuing punishment for deviating from expectations and may even make the decision
to kill their daughters or sisters.52 For example, Salwa was a sixteen-year-old Palestinian girl who was killed by her sister after
confessing to her that she was pregnant with her fiance's child. Salwa’s sister put ten bags of detergent into a large plastic bag,
placed the bag over Salwa's nose while she was sleeping, and smothered her to death.53
Unfortunately, the social rules and norms that dictate the killing of females, as well as control over their behaviour, are enforced
in legal systems. This can be clearly seen through court decisions ruling on cases concerning violence against women. In such
cases, courts always ‘offer a scope for mitigation of a sentence’.54 In fact, writers and reporters have noticed that in countries
where honour killings are common, there is a complicity in the way that the legal systems explicitly give killers ‘exoneration’ for
their crimes.55 This is evident from lenient sentences meted out to male members who have killed female members of a family
for reasons such as dating a new person, moving out of a shared home or even failing to have dinner ready at a given time. 56
All women’s actions are thought to reflect on their male family members because women are believed to be representative
vessels of male honour. As a result, men accord themselves complete authority and control over their female family members in
order to protect their interests in the bodies of women. Therefore, if a woman makes any decision related to her sexuality, or even
exercises independent freedom in her actions, she will disturb this equilibrium; the male then believes himself responsible for
forcing her “back into line.”57
In spite of the fact that in most cases women are the victims of honour killings, men are also at times killed in the name of
honour.58 For instance, in Pakistan, killing a woman when she dishonours her family by alleged or real sexual behaviour
infractions does not completely restore a family’s honour.59 In order for honour to be completely restored, the man who is
involved in the relationship (karo, black man) must also be killed. However, the kari (female) must be killed first, as she carries
the family name. Therefore, the karo often hears about it and manages to escape before his sentence is carried out.60 For example,
Zuleikha, a young woman of the Banglani tribe in Pakistan, was reportedly shot dead by male relatives in Sindh in 1999. She
was killed because she had married a husband of the Khosa tribe, who escaped after he married her and knew that her family was
going to kill him.61 However, even if males do escape from such incidents, they will be unable to return to their normal lives. As
Amnesty International was told by Baloch activists, "Nobody will give such a man shelter; he remains on the run until he and his
family are ready to negotiate with the victim, the man whose honour the karo defiled and who had to kill his wife or sister or
daughter."62 So, in spite of the fact that females have less of a chance to physically escape, both men and women may be victims
of honour killings.
2.2. Cultural Expectations
According to tribal customs in some Islamic countries, the woman is the repository of her family’s honour and honour is closely
related to respect and standing in a society. For example, in most Arab societies, a man’s ability to protect his female relatives’
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honour defines his social status and maleness. His peers will view him as ‘inferior’ if he cannot sufficiently protect his family’s
honour.63 In order to preserve his honour, a man must be able to defend the chastity of the women who are under his dominance
and protection. If they lose their chastity, it implies shame on the family as a whole. Women are therefore looked upon as
potential sources of shame.64
In most Islamic societies, an individual’s identity is closely tied to his or her family’s name. 65 Nesheiwat states that the family’s
honour is viewed as a personal reflection on each member of the family. 66 If the name of a family is damaged by a dishonourable
action committed by a woman, the family’s identity is damaged. 67 However, if such an action is committed by a male member of
the family, it only relates to himself. This is because of the fact that a female is considered dependant, while a male represents
that dependency. In other words, females are viewed as followers, whereas men are the protectors and controllers. This explains
why family members, particularly males, in many cases violently respond to such actions by committing honour killing crimes. 68
In accordance with tribal traditions, a man whose honour has been damaged must demonstrate, in public, that he can, and has the
power to, safeguard his honour by killing those that damage it and therefore restore it.69 His ability to protect his honour is
observed by his family first, then by his neighbours, and finally, society in general. 70 In other words, committing an honour
killing is believed to restore “social impotence.” After such a crime is committed, the killer will be supported by his kinsmen.
However, if he fails to kill a woman of his household who has damaged his honour, the family status in their particular society
will remain stained.
In such societies, women who are killed, or who flee a killing, are viewed as criminals rather than victims,71 while the killers are
considered victims, since they have suffered both the loss of honour and the woman who has been killed. Honour killing is not
considered a crime, but instead as a justifiable action. It is seen as a necessary and appropriate response to those who contravene
the rules of honour.
3. Islamic Perspective of Honour-Killing
In spite of the fact that honour killings are more common in Islamic countries (which are subject to the Islamic law), Muslim
scholars generally agree that such acts are prohibited in Islam. 72 The two main sources of the Islamic law are the Quran73 and
Hadith.74 Even though there is one Holy Quran, there are many books written by Muslim scholars who interpret its chapters. The
most popular and reliable books include Tafseer Ibn Katheer, Tafseer Al-Galalain, Tafseer Al-Tabri and Tafseer Al-Qurtobi.75
Therefore, there are many interpretations of many of the Quran’s orders. As a simple example, when reading an interpretation of
the Quranic order where Allah says “And stay in your houses and do not display your finery like the displaying of the ignorance
of yore…”,76 some Muslim scholars, such as Shaik Abdullah Jabreen, believe that it is not allowed for women to go out at all
without a Mahrem (relative male).77 Others, such as Shaik Mohammed Al-Othaimeen, state that it is a woman’s right to go out,
even without a male relative at her side.78 It is true, however, that all Muslim scholars agree in the prohibition of sexual
relationships outside of marriage,79 which is the most common reason behind honour killings. Nevertheless, this prohibition does
not distinguish between standards for men and women. Moreover, in order for a case to be brought before a Muslim court, strict
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criteria must be met.80 In most cases, acts brought before the court are impossible to prove. The most important criterion is that
any accusation of illicit sexual behaviour must have been clearly witnessed by four witnesses.
From an Islamic perspective, the practice of ‘honour killing’ is a form of murder without trial, which is contrary to Islam. 81 Islam
upholds the sanctity of human life; the Holy Quran makes it clear that killing an innocent human being is akin to killing the
entire human race.82 Moreover, Islam considers all forms of life sacred;83 there is no justification for the practice of “honour
killing” in Islamic law (Sharia).
4.

Conclusion

This paper defined honour killing as the most barbaric and inhumane kind of violence against women that still exists in its worst
form in many states in the world. Such a traditional custom gives parents, brothers, husbands, cousins and other male and female
relatives the right to kill any member in their family who is suspected of bringing dishonour to that family. 84 Dishonour may be
perceived through different reasons, such as refusing to enter into an arranged marriage, being the victim of a sexual assault,
seeking a divorce or committing adultery.85 Although honour killings can be committed against male individuals, such crimes are
rarely committed by females. In most cases, honour killings take place when a female family member is thought to have brought
dishonour to her family.86 Thus, honour killing is always defined as an act of murder where female individuals are killed by their
male relatives for their “actual or perceived immoral behaviour.”87
The reasons for honour killings vary from society to society and depend on the cultural and social values of that particular
society. However, the most common reasons cited are shame brought on by rape, infidelity or flirtations. 88 The majority of
women are killed based on the suspicions of a family member and are not given the chance to defend themselves. 89 The
allegation itself is considered enough to defile a man's or family's honour and is, therefore, used to justify the killing of the
woman.90 Moreover, the men who commit such murders typically go unpunished or receive reduced sentences.91 Thus, honour
killings are seen as crimes against women. 92 This study will critically analyse the causes of such crimes and the reasons of why
they are more prevalent in Islamic communities than other communities. Furthermore, this study will argue that there is no place
for such crimes in Islam. Honour killings, without doubt, remain among the most prevalent physical threats to women in many
countries in the Mediterranean and Muslim worlds. It is assumed that honour killings are supported by Islam as such acts are
most prevalent in Islamic countries and communities. However, Islam clearly prohibits such acts In fact, there is a complex set of
traditional, social and cultural elements that explains the practice of honour killings in Islamic countries and communities. To
understand such elements, it is important to identify the causes of honour killings and how Islamic law explicitly bans such acts.
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