
Honour Killing: A Crime against Islam

The recent  tragic  murders  of  two young British  Muslim women have  once  again
focused media and public attention on the subject of honour killings. The MCB office
has received a steady stream of media enquiries seeking clarification on the stance of
Islam on this subject.   We have made it very clear to reporters and would like to take
this opportunity to re-state that honour killings are in no way, shape or form condoned
by  Islam.  On  the  contrary,  Islam  categorically  denounces  vigilantism,  rather
encouraging mercy, justice and the rule of law.  

That said, it would be naive of us to bury our heads in the sand and deny that this pre-
Islamic  custom  continues  amongst  some  Muslims  and  those  of  other  faith
communities (Scotland Yard have gone on record to say that there were an estimated
12  'honour  killings'  in  the  UK  last  year  stating  that  these  were  not  restricted  to
Muslims, but also occurred in Sikh and Christian families). For our part, we must
acknowledge that this is a problem, which is found within a very small section of the
British Muslim community.  We at the  MCB  hope to work with specialists in this
area to try to address this problem and the underlying issues and, God Willing, in due
course to reduce the incidence of honour killing.

Why then do such tragic events occur?  Let us consider the example of the Muslim
man recently given a life sentence for slitting his daughter’s throat in an “Honour
Killing” after  she began dating a Christian. This  is  a tragic story of irreconcilable
cultural  differences  between  a  father  who  had  a  traditional  ‘Muslim’  upbringing,
values and background and a daughter who had adopted non-Islamic cultural life.
 
But a devout Muslim who understands their religion correctly would certainly never
take another life. In reality, such tragedies have nothing to do with true faith. Her
father’s sense of shame at  his daughter’s actions led to him taking her life in the
erroneous belief that this act would redeem the family name. The concept of respect
or izzat is a very strong motivating factor amongst non-Caucasian races, regardless of
their religious affiliation. Its origins appear to stem from tribal, clan or village origins.
This is  in  sharp contradistinction  to  the teachings of  our  noble  religion Islam,  in
which it is held that all individuals are personally responsible for their own actions.
Her father’s un-Islamic action is liable for punishment under Islamic law. 

This practice of ‘honour killing’ is a form of murder without trial, which is contrary to
Islam. Islam upholds  the  sanctity of  human life,  as  the Holy Qur’an declares that
killing one innocent human being is akin to killing the entire human race (Qur’an
5:32, 6:151, 17:33). Like all other faith traditions, Islam considers all forms of life as
sacred.  There is certainly no justification for such a practice of “Honour Killing” in
Islamic Law (Shariah).  It is pertinent here to consider this issue in more detail.

Islam recognizes and celebrates the inherent dignity bestowed by God upon all human
beings regardless of race, ethnicity, gender or religion. The Qur’an is explicit in its
emphasis on the equality of women and men before God:
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“And their Lord has accepted of them and answered them, “Never will I suffer to be
lost  the  work  of  any  of  you,  whether  male  or  female,  you  are  members,  one  of
another…” (3:195; see also 33:35) 

Individual  accountability before God is  stressed  throughout  the  Qur’an,  beginning
with the story of Adam and Eve: as a result of their transgression (committed together
and simultaneously) they were banished from Paradise and made to toil on Earth. God
chose to forgive them both and so their sin is not inherited by subsequent generations.
Similarly, as exemplified in the following verse:

 “Whoever chooses to  follow the right  path follows it  but for his own good; and
whoever goes astray, goes but astray to his own hurt; and no bearer of burdens shall
be made to bear another’s burden.” (17:15) 

It  is  clear  that  one  individual,  no  matter  how guilty,  cannot  transfer  that  guilt  to
another. So for a woman who does engage in illicit sexual activity (zina), she and she
alone bears the consequences as determined by God.

The problem of “honour killings” is not a problem of morality or of ensuring that
women maintain  their  own personal  virtue;  rather,  it  is  a  problem of  domination,
power and hatred of women who, in these instances, are viewed as nothing more than
servants to the family, both physically and symbolically.

And the sad consequences of this domination are that thousands of girls and women
across the globe (although mostly centred in the Middle East) are murdered by male
family members each year in the name of family honour. Honour killings are executed
for instances of rape, infidelity, flirting or any other instance perceived as disgracing
the family's honour, and the woman is then killed by a male relative to restore the
family's name in the community. Many women are killed based on suspicions of a
family member and are not given the chance to defend themselves. The allegation
alone is enough to defile a man's or family's honour and is therefore enough to justify
the killing of the woman. The men who commit the murder typically go unpunished or
receive reduced sentences. 

Honour  killings  have  been  reported  in  Bangladesh,  Brazil,  Ecuador,  Egypt,  India,
Israel,  Italy,  Jordan,  Morocco,  Pakistan,  Sweden,  Turkey,  Uganda  and  the  United
Kingdom. Honour killings tend to be prevalent in countries with a majority Muslim
population, but many Islamic leaders and scholars condemn the practice and deny that
it is based on religious doctrine. Honour killing is actually a pre-Islamic, tribal custom
stemming  from  the  patriarchal  and  patrilineal  society's  interest  in  keeping  strict
control over familial power structures. 
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Because  these  crimes  often  go  unreported,  it  is  difficult  to  determine  the  actual
number of victims in honour killings. The United Nations Population Fund estimates
as many as 5000 females being killed each year. 

Islam is  clear  on  its  prohibition  of  sexual  relationships  outside  of  marriage.  This
prohibition  does  not  distinguish  between  men and  women,  even though,  in  some
countries, women are uniformly singled out for punishment of sexual crimes while the
men, even rapists, may be treated with impunity. In order for a case to even be brought
before a Muslim court, several strict criteria must be met. The most important is that
any accusation of illicit sexual behaviour must have been seen by four witnesses; and
they must have been witness to the act of sexual intercourse itself. Other forms of
intimacy  do  not  constitute  zina  and  therefore  are  not  subject  to  any  legal
consequences even though they are not appropriate and are considered sinful.

On the other hand, a woman falsely accused of  zina has in her support the Qur’an,
which spells out harsh consequences for those accusers who are unable to support
their allegations with four witnesses. The Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessing of
God be  upon him)  was known for  his  clemency, even if  the  accusations  met  the
criteria,  for  he  recognized  the  seriousness  of  the  matter.  In  addition,  there  is  no
evidence whatsoever that he condoned any form of retribution that singled out women
and he was swift to ensure that those accused of any crime received due process to
guarantee justice. It is important to know that all innocent lives are equal in Islam. 
There is no difference between the rich and the poor, the man and the woman, the free
and the slave.  All are equal in the eyes of God: 

"...if any one slew a person - unless it be for murder or for spreading mischief in the
land - it would be as if he slew the whole people: and if any one saved a life, it would
be as if he saved the life of the whole people...(The Qur’an 5:32)"

From the above Noble Verses, we see that if you kill one innocent soul (whether it
was a Muslim soul or not), then it is like committing a crime against all people.  We
also see that God Almighty considers the innocent soul as a "sacred" soul.  

Unfortunately, the legal safeguards to protect women and men from indiscriminate
and  unlawful  enforcement  of  presumed  Islamic  injunctions  have  been  forgotten
Indeed, the legal system and law enforcement agencies including police officers and
prison guards, have been implicated in the perpetuation of the problem by their wilful
lenience towards men who have carried out an assault in the name of “honour” and by
their abuse and denigration of women who stand accused.

Muslims today must unequivocally reject this distortion of Islam that is used to violate
the most basic Islamic rights of human decency, integrity and justice. Unwillingness
on the  part  of  the  Muslim  community to  address  these  issues  in  a  forthright  and
unapologetic  manner  is  borne  out  of  an  inherent  distrust  of  perceived  “Western”
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attempts to taint the image of Islam in the interest of global politics. This is no excuse
for  us  to  turn  a  blind  eye  to  injustices  committed  against  Muslims  and  others,
especially when the perpetrators are members of the same faith. 

Confronting the problem of “honour killings” and other crimes that disproportionately
affect women requires a change in attitude that pervades all levels of society where
such  attacks  occur.  Muslim  leaders  can  provide  an  important  example  to  their
followers by taking an unequivocal stand against behaviour that is in direct violation
of Islam. Attempts must be made to change the socio-cultural beliefs that underpin
honour killings Concomitant attention must be paid to meeting basic socioeconomic
needs  and solving  problems  stemming  from deprivation,  unemployment  and  poor
education that are often at the root of disturbing social trends that seek out the most
disenfranchised to serve as scapegoats.

“O you who believe! Stand out firmly for justice, as witnesses to God, even as against
yourselves, or your parents, or your kin, and whether it be (against) rich or poor: For
God can best protect both. Follow not the lusts (of your hearts), lest you swerve, and
if you distort (justice) or decline to do justice, verily God is well-acquainted with all
that you do.” (Qur’an 4:135) 

We must combat the woeful disrespect for human life in a variety of ways. We have
to change some cultural and societal perceptions of the place and value of women in
our society according to the Islamic value system. We   must commit ourselves to a
multi-faceted approach to changing the minds, and hearts of those who limit women’s
potential or their worth and status in our society. Islamic true values must be upheld at
all cost. The practice of honour killing must be condemned and the true teaching of
Islam must be upheld.

We  would  like  to  acknowledge  the  MCBDirect team  for  their  background
information in the preparation of this document.
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Appendix

Case Study:"Honour" Killings and Blood Feuds 

Focus:
(1) Pakistan
(2) Jordan
(3) Palestine/Israel
(4) The Balkans 
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"Honour" killings of women can be defined as acts of murder in which "a woman is killed for
her  actual  or  perceived  immoral  behavior."  (Yasmeen  Hassan,  "The  Fate  of  Pakistani
Women," International Herald Tribune, May 25, 1999.) Such "immoral behavior" may take the
form of marital infidelity, refusing to submit to an arranged marriage, demanding a divorce,
flirting with or receiving phone calls from men, failing to serve a meal on time, or -- grotesquely
-- "allowing herself" to be raped. In the Turkish province of Sanliurfa, one young woman's
"throat was slit in the town square because a love ballad was dedicated to her over the radio."
(Pelin Turgut,  "'Honour'  Killings Still  Plague Turkish Province,"  The Toronto Star,  May 14,
1998.)

Most "honour" killings of women occur in Muslim countries, the focus of this case study; but it
is worth noting that no sanction for such murders is granted in Islamic religion or law. And the
phenomenon is in any case a global one. According to Stephanie Nebehay, such killings "have
been  reported  in  Bangladesh,  Britain,  Brazil,  Ecuador,  Egypt,  India,  Israel,  Italy,  Jordan,
Pakistan,  Morocco,  Sweden,  Turkey  and  Uganda."  Afghanistan,  where  the  practice  is
condoned under the rule of the fundamentalist Taliban movement, can be added to the list,
along with Iraq and Iran. (Nebehay, "'Honor Killings'  of  Women Said on Rise Worldwide,"
Reuters dispatch, April 7, 2000.)

Focus (1): Pakistan 

Pakistan, where "honour" killings are known as karo-kari, is probably the country where such
atrocities are most pervasive. Estimating the scale of the phenomenon there, as elsewhere, is
made  more  difficult  not  only  by  the  problems  of  data  collection  in  predominantly  rural
countries, but by the extent to which community members and political authorities collaborate
in covering up the atrocities. According to Yasmeen Hassan, author of The Haven Becomes
Hell: A Study of Domestic Violence in Pakistan, "The concepts of women as property and
honor are so deeply entrenched in the social, political and economic fabric of Pakistan that the
government,  for  the  most  part,  ignores  the  daily occurrences  of  women being killed  and
maimed by their  families."  (Hassan,  "The Fate  of  Pakistani  Women.")  Frequently,  women
murdered in "honour" killings are recorded as having committed suicide or died in accidents.

One of  the most  notorious  "honour" killings of  recent  years occurred in April  1999, when
Samia Imran, a young married woman, "was shot in the office of a lawyer helping her to seek
a divorce which her family could never countenance." According to Suzanne Goldenberg,

Samia, 28, arrived at the Lahore law offices of Hina Jilani and Asma Jahangir,
who  are  sisters,  on  April  6.  She  had  engaged  Jilani  a  few  days  earlier,
because she wanted a divorce from her violent husband. Samia settled on a
chair across the desk from the lawyer. Sultana, Samia's mother, entered five
minutes later with a male companion. Samia half-rose in greeting. The man,
Habib-ur-Rhemna,  grabbed Samia  and put  a  pistol  to  her  head.  The  first
bullet entered near Samia's eye and she fell. "There was no scream. There
was dead silence. I don't even think she knew what was happening," Jilani
said. The killer stood over Samia's body, and fired again. Jilani reached for
the alarm button as the gunman and Sultana left. "She never even bothered
to look whether the girl was dead."

The aftermath  of  the murder  was equally revealing:  "Members  of  Pakistan's  upper  house
demanded punishment for the two women [lawyers] and none of Pakistan's political leaders
condemned the attack. ... The clergy in Peshawar want the lawyers to be put to death" for
trying to help Imran. (Suzanne Goldenberg, "A Question of Honor," The Guardian (UK), May
27, 1999.)
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Hina Jilani, Pakistani campaigner against "honour" killings.
According to Goldenberg, "Those who kill for honour [in Pakistan] are almost
never punished. In the rare instances [that] cases reach the courts, the killers
are sentenced to just two or three years. Hana Jilani [the Jahore lawyer who
witnessed Samia Imran's murder] has collected 150 case studies and in only
eight did the judges reject the argument that the women were killed for
honour. All the other [perpetrators] were let off, or given reduced sentences."
(Goldenberg, "A Question of Honour.")

A human-rights report published in March 1999 stated that "honour" killings
took the lives of 888 women in the single province of Punjab in 1998
(Hassan, "The Fate of Pakistani Women"). Similar figures were recorded for
1999. In Sindh province, some 300 women died in 1997, according to

Pakistan's independent Human Rights Commission. (Goldenberg, "A Question of Honour.") It
is unknown how many women are maimed or disfigured for life in attacks that fall short of
murder. Pamela Constable describes one such case:

Zahida Perveen's head is shrouded in a white cotton veil, which she self-
consciously tightens every few moments. But when she reaches down to her
baby daughter, the veil falls away to reveal the face of one of Pakistan's most
horrific social ills, broadly known as "honour" crimes. Perveen's eyes are
empty sockets of unseeing flesh, her earlobes have been sliced off, and her
nose is a gaping, reddened stump of bone. Sixteen months ago, her husband,
in a fit of rage over her alleged affair with a brother-in-law, bound her hands
and feet and slashed her with a razor and knife. She was three months
pregnant at the time. "He came home from the mosque and accused me of
having a bad character," the tiny, 32-year-old woman murmured as she
awaited a court hearing ... "I told him it was not true, but he didn't believe me.
He caught me and tied me up, and then he started cutting my face. He never
said a word except, "This is your last night." (Constable, "The Price of
'Honour'," The Gazette (Montreal), May 22, 2000.)

Bangladeshi  women  scarred  in  acid
attacks.
Perveen's husband stated in court that "What I did
was wrong, but I am satisfied. I did it for my honour
and prestige."  Often  burning  or  scarring  with  acid
are the preferred weapons of  the men committing
such  crimes.  "The  Progressive  Women's
Association,  which  assists  attack  victims,  tracked
3,560  women  who  were  hospitalized  after  being
attacked at home with fire, gasoline or acid between
1994 and 1999," according to Constable. About half
the  victims  died.  Lawyer  and  women's  activist
Nahida Mahbooba Elahi states that "We deal with
these cases every day,  but  I  have seen very few
convictions. The men say the wife didn't obey their
orders, or was having relations with someone else.
The  police  often  say it  is  a  domestic  matter  and

refuse  to  pursue  the  case.  Some  judges  even  justify  it  and  do  not  consider  it  murder."
(Constable, "The Price of 'Honour.'") Such crimes are also rife in Bangladesh, formerly East
Pakistan, where some 2,200 women are disfigured every year in acid attacks by jealous or
estranged men. (Ellen Goodman, "How Long Before We Take the Honor out of Killing?," The
Washington Post [in the Guardian Weekly, April 6-12, 2000.)
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In  August  1999,  an  international  furore  erupted  when  the  Pakistani  Senate  rejected  a
resolution  by  former  Prime  Minister  Benazhir  Butto  to  condemn  "honour"  killings  in  the
country. (See Zaffer Abbas,  "Pakistan Fails to Condemn 'Honour' Killings",  BBC Online, August 3,
1999.) In April 2000, the head of the Pakistani military regime, General Pervez Musharraf,
pledged that his government would take strong measures to curb "honour" killings. "Such acts
do not find a place in our religion or law," Musharraf stated. "Killing in the name of honour is
murder,  and  it  will  be  treated  as  such."  Most  observers  were  skeptical,  however,  that
Musharraf's words would be followed up by committed actions. (See "Honour Killings Now Seen
As Murder", The Sydney Morning Herald [from The Telegraph (UK)], April 24, 2000.)

While the victims of Pakistani "honour" killings are overwhelmingly female, tradition dictates
that males involved in the "crimes" should face death as well. But the accused women are
standardly killed first, giving men a chance to flee retribution. Moreover, targeted men can
escape  death  by paying compensation  to  the  family  of  the  female  victim,  leading  to  an
"'honour killing industry' involving tribespeople, police and tribal mediators," which "provides
many opportunities  to  make  money,  [or]  obtain  a  woman in  compensation,"  according to
Amnesty International. The organization also states: "Reports abound about men who have
killed other men in murders not connected with honour issues who then kill a woman of their
own family ... to camouflage the initial murder as an honour killing." (Amnesty International,
"Pakistan: Honour Killings of Girls and Women", September 1999.)

[Note: For more information on "honour" killings in Pakistan, contact the International Network
for the Rights of Female Victims in Pakistan, P.O. Box 17202, Louisville, KY 40217, USA; e-
mail: inrfvvp@inrfvvp.org.]

A poster condemning "honour" killings, produced by
Kurdish Women Action Against Honour Killing.

Focus (2): Jordan

In Jordan, "honour" killings are sanctioned by law. According to Article 340 of the criminal
code, "A husband or a close blood relative who kills a woman caught in a situation highly
suspicious of adultery will be totally exempt from sentence." Article 98, meanwhile, guarantees
a lighter sentence for male killers of female relatives who have committed an "act which is
illicit in the eyes of the perpetrator." Julian Borger notes that "in practice, once a murder has
been judged an 'honour killing,' the usual sentence is from three months to one year." (Julian
Borger, "In Cold Blood," Manchester Guardian Weekly, November 16, 1997. See also "Four
Men Sentenced to Year or Less for Brutal Jordan Honour Killings," Agence France-Presse
dispatch, July 31, 1999; the perpetrators included a 19-year-old man, Hussein Suleiman, who
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"was accused of driving three times over his six-month-pregnant unmarried sister in a pick-up
truck,  despite her denials of  immoral  behaviour  and pleas for  help.")  Ironically, as Borger
notes, this legislation is "the result of Western influence in the Middle East," having arisen "out
of a fusion between Egyptian tribal custom and the Napoleonic Code in 1810, after the French
legions took Cairo." (Borger, "In Cold Blood.")

In a particularly tragic case in 1994, a handicapped 18-year-old girl, who had already served
six months in jail  (!)  for  becoming pregnant out of wedlock, was killed by her  17-year-old
brother. A neighbour was quoted as saying the family "seemed relaxed, happy and satisfied
after  announcing the  news that  she was killed  ..."  (Rana Husseini,  "18-year-old  killed  for
'family  honor,'"  The  Jordan  Times,  September  19,  1994.)  Manchester  Guardian  Weekly
reporter Julian Borger described another typical case in 1997:

One morning this summer, Rania Arafat's two aunts came to take her for a
walk. They told their 21-year-old niece they had arranged a secret meeting
with her boyfriend. She strolled with them through Gwiesmeh, a poor suburb
where  Amman's  concrete  sprawl  peters  out  into  desert.  When  the  three
women reached a patch of  open land,  the aunts  suddenly stepped aside,
leaving Arafat standing alone. She was shot four times in the back of the
head at close range and once in the forehead. The gunman was her 17-year-
old brother, Rami. ... Arafat's crime was to refuse an arranged marriage and
elope with her Iraqi boyfriend. Rami is in jail, but is unlikely to be sentenced to
more than a few months, especially as he is a minor, which is almost certainly
why he was given the role of executioner. (Borger, "In Cold Blood.")

Rana Husseini, a journalist with The Jordan Times,
has exposed "honour" killings in her country.
The Jordan Times estimated in 1994 that between 28 and
60 Jordanian women -- the difference between official
police figures and commonly-cited estimates of the actual
number -- die in "honour" killings every year (Rana
Husseini, "Murder in the Name of Honour," October 6-7,
1994.) The death-toll may even run into the hundreds, with
hundreds more women in perpetual hiding, fearful for their

lives.

One positive sign is the staunch opposition to the practice displayed by the regime of King
Abdullah II, who took power after the death of his father King Hussein in 1999. "The king has
backed legislation to put honor killings on a par with other murders and has encouraged public
support to change the law. ... The fact that the royal palace has taken such a stance has
translated  into  tougher  sentencing and investigations  of  honour killings  by the courts  and
police. The king's support has also encouraged activist groups to speak out more strongly
against honor killings." (Stephen Franklin, "Jordan Begins to Punish Practice of 'Honor Killings'", The
Chicago Tribune, September 1, 2000.)

Such efforts continue to encounter staunch resistance from conservative elements, however.
In early February 2000, the Jordanian parliament "took only three minutes to reject a draft law
calling for the cancellation of  Article 340." The country's leading political party, the Islamic
Action Front (IAF), denounced the draft law as an effort to "destroy our Islamic, social and
family values, by stripping the man from his humanity, [and] not allowing him to get angry
when he is surprised by [i.e., surprises] his wife committing adultery." Ten days later, in an
unprecedented action, some 5,000 protesters flooded the streets of Amman demanding the
repeal of the penal code provision allowing "honour" killings. The protesters included "Prince
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Ali, who is King Abdullah's brother and his personal guard, as well as Prince Gazi, the king's
advisor for tribal affairs."

Focus (3): Palestine/Israel

"Honour"  killings  are  also  regularly  reported  in  the  Palestinian
territories  of  the  West  Bank  and  Gaza  Strip.  In  the  Canadian
women's magazine Chatelaine, Sally Armstrong described the fate
of one victim:

Flirting was a costly mistake for Samera. She was only 15 years old when her
neighbours in Salfeet, a small Palestinian town on the West Bank, saw her
chatting with a young man without a male chaperone. Her family's honour was
at stake; a marriage was quickly arranged. By 16, she had a child. Five years
later, when she could stand the bogus marriage no longer, she bolted. In a
place where gossip is traded like hard currency, and a girl's  chastity is as
public as her name, Samera's actions were considered akin to making a date
with the devil. According to the gossips, she went from man to man as she
moved from place to place. Finally, last July [1999], her family caught up with
her. A few days later she was found stuffed down a well. Her neck had been
broken. Her father told the coroner she'd committed suicide. But everyone on
the grapevine knew that Samera was a victim of honour killing, murdered by
her own family because her actions brought dishonour to their name. ... Here
in  the  West  Bank,  the  Palestinian  Authority  law  allows  honour  killing.
Samera's parents are walking the streets of  their  neighbourhood with their
heads  held  high,  relieved  that  the  family  honour  has  been  restored.
(Armstrong, "Honour's Victims", Chatelaine, March 2000.)

Twenty-two other women died in the Palestinian territories in the same year as Samera. The
killings  often  spill  over  into  neighbouring  Israel,  as  with  the  killing  of  "40-year-old  Ittihaj
Hassoon" near Haifa in 1995:

On Oct. 16, 1995, ... Hassoon got out of a car with her younger brother on a
main street of Daliat al Carmel, a small Israeli Druze village ... Over 10 years
before, Ittihaj had committed the unpardonable sin of marrying a non-Druze
man. Now, after luring her back to her home village with promises that all was
forgiven and her safety assured, her brother finally had the chance to publicly
cleanse the blot on the family name with the spilling of her blood. In broad
daylight in front of witnesses, he pulled out a knife and began to stab her. The
witnesses  quickly  swelled  to  a  crowd  of  more  than  100  villagers  who  --
approving, urging him on -- chanted, ululated, danced in the street. Within
minutes, Hassoon lay dead on the ground while the crowd cheered her killer,
"Hero,  hero!  You  are  a  real  man!"  (Suzanne  Zima,  "When  Brothers  Kill
Sisters,"  The Gazette [Montreal], April 17, 1999. See also Walter  Rodgers,
"Honor Killings: A Brutal Tribal Custom", CNN World News, December 7, 1995.)

According to Zima, "Ibrahim had agonized over his decision: 'She is my sister -- my flesh and
blood -- I am a human being. I didn't want to kill her. I didn't want to be in this situation. They
[community members] push[ed] me to make this decision. I know what they expect from me. If
I do this, they look at me like a hero, a clean guy, a real man. If I don't kill my sister, the people
would look at me like I am a small person.'"
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Who is responsible?

"Honour"  killings  of  women  (and  occasionally  their  male  "partners  in  crime")  reflect
longstanding patriarchal-tribal traditions. In a "bizarre duality," women are viewed "on the one
hand as fragile creatures who need protection and on the other as evil Jezebels from whom
society needs protection." Patriarchal tradition "casts the male as the sole protector of the
female so he must have total control of  her.  If  his protection is violated, he loses honour
because either he failed to protect  her or he failed to bring her up correctly." (Armstrong,
"Honour's  Victims.")  Clearly,  the  vulnerability  of  women  around  the  world  to  this  type  of
violence will only be reduced when these patriarchal mindsets are challenged and effectively
confronted.

As many of the examples cited in this case study indicate, state authorities frequently ignore
their obligation to prosecute "honour" killings. They should be viewed as "co-conspirators" in
such crimes, and held accountable by organizations such as the United Nations.

The typical  "honour" killer  is  a man,  usually the father,  husband, or  brother  of  the victim.
Frequently teenage brothers are selected by their family or community to be the executioners,
because their sentences will generally be lighter than those handed down to adults (as was
the case with the killing of Rania Arafat in Jordan, cited above). "Talking and writing about this
atrocity is a good start," wrote Marina Sanchez-Rashid in a letter to The Jordan Times, "but I
believe that action to start treating and judging the men who commit these crimes as the first
degree murderers  that  they are,  as  well  as  to  protect  the victims  as they deserve  to  be
protected,  is  needed as soon as possible."  (Quoted in Patrick  Goodenough, "Middle East
Women Campaign Against  'Family Honor'  Killings,"  Conservative News Service,  March 8,
1999.)

As with witch-hunts, however, "honour" killings also need to be viewed from a broader societal
perspective; they derive from expectations of female behaviour that are held and perpetuated
by men and women alike. Women's role has often been underappreciated. Occasionally, they
participate directly in the killings. More frequently, they play a leading role in preparing the
ground. In Palestine, for example, the anthropologist Ilsa Glaser has noted that "women acted
as instigators and collaborators in these murders, unleashing a torrent of gossip that spurred
the accusations." (Quoted in The Calgary Herald, April 20, 2000.) Jordanian women running
for parliament have also been "reluctant to break the taboo" on condemning and prosecuting
"honour" killings; one told the Manchester Guardian Weekly that "This is our tradition. We do
not want to encourage women who break up the family." (Borger, "In Cold Blood.") In the
Ramle district of Israel, police commander Yifrach Duchovey lamented his inability to secure
the cooperation of community members in investigating "honour" killings: "Even other women
-- the mothers -- won't cooperate with us. Sometimes the women co-operate with the men
who commit  the murders.  ...  A woman may think  it  is  OK --  maybe she thinks the victim
deserves it." (Quoted in Zima, "When Brothers Kill Sisters.")
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