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Abstract

Many women are exposed to domestic and/or sexual violence by
their family members on a global scale, forced to marry before
reaching maturity, mutilated for the sake of preserving their chastity,
and deprived of their right to education and of any inheritance rights.
Honor-related violence is an extreme, worldwide form of violence
that after 9/11 has been increasingly associated with Islam, as if it
were perpetrated only by Muslims living either in diaspora com-
munities or in Muslim-majority countries. This stereotyping has
lent ideological support to unequal power relations that have been
shaped mainly by western economic interests since colonialism.
This essay contextualizes honor-related violence in relation to pa-
triarchy and a society’s economic wellbeing, to migratory expe-
rience in terms of multicultural politics and, finally, to critiques
its use in post-9/11 misrepresentations of Islam. It argues that un-
equal power relations and patriarchal domination, as opposed to
religion, shape this global phenomenon.

Introduction 
As a term, honor-related violence encompasses a wide range of violations of
women’s human rights and crimes committed in the name of honor. Various
forms of domestic violence, forced marriages, and vendettas count among
honor crimes.1 Honor-related violence also encompasses crimes of passion,
during which a husband kills his wife upon witnessing or suspecting adultery
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on her part.2 Crimes in the name of honor reach their extreme when a woman
is murdered by her family members if she is suspected of having violated the
social norms that regulate sexuality. 

However, interpretation of the concept of violating honor-related sexual
norms is quite ambiguous, in that it ranges from dating to flirting, having
an extramarital affair, getting pregnant, and even to being raped. In any of
these cases, other members of a woman’s family may decide to have her
murdered or force her to commit suicide3 because such events are believed
to destroy the family’s honor-based status.4 However, accusations brought
against women could be merely a matter of gossip.5 In some societies, loss
of honor can also mean incurring material losses. It is believed that the male
members of a family that has lost its honor-related status will be unable to
make good marriages. This also increases the burden on the female family
members, in that their lives and behavior are kept under strict surveillance
and control.

John Peristiany argued that in the patriarchal social system, honor and
shame are crucial elements in defining a man’s claim to pride and acknowl-
edgement in society.6 In this system, certain roles are ascribed to women, and
their bodies are understood to be repositories of male honor and property.7
Actually, the problem of honor-related violence is one of patriarchal societies,
in which women are viewed as servants to their families, both physically and
symbolically.8 Hence, an unchaste or adulterous woman puts her male rela-
tives’ lineage rights in danger, as there is a possibility that she may give birth
to an illegitimate child.9 Therefore, any violation of a man’s property would
end in severe punishment for women, such as honor-related violence, under
the patriarchal system. From time to time, however, men may also be the vic-
tims of such violence.10

This type of violence is also related to the society’s economic wellbeing,
as there is an inverse relationship between the level of prosperity and the fre-
quency of honor-related violence. In prosperous societies, those who are ac-
cused of transgressing moral norms receive relatively mild punishments, such
as being kept under observation or forced to marry to the person with whom
the crime was committed. However, when a society’s prosperity level is low
and some groups grow poorer than others, the relatively poor people frequently
become more conservative and attach greater value to their moral norms and
traditions.11 These people usually display no tolerance toward those who com-
mit such offences and they are, therefore, are usually punished severely.

According to the UN’s Entity for Gender Equality and Empowerment for
Women and the Muslim Women’s League,12 honor-related violence is preva-
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lent in almost all societies with patriarchal attributes, whether western or east-
ern. There are similar patterns of family honor in Latin American and Mediter-
ranean societies, among Kurds and Bedouins of the Middle East, within
various Indian castes, and in China.13 Instances of honor-related violence have
been observed among Muslims, Christians, Jews, Yezidis, Druze, Sikhs, and
Hindus,14 as well as among people not professing any religion.15 More specif-
ically, historical and legal documents point to the fact that this type of violence
is seen in Israel,16 Russia,17 Mexico, Brazil,18 Ecuador and China,19 Italy,20

Spain,21 Greece,22 Bulgaria,23 Macedonia,24 Slovenia,25 Egypt and Kenya,26

Jordan,27 Central Asia and India. The statistics below further highlight the
issue: 

In the year 1993, 14,500 women were killed and 56,000 women were ex-
posed to violence in Russia. In the same year, it was reported that 42% of
women were subjected to domestic violence by their husbands in Kenya. In
the year 1990, 4825 women were killed during fraternal fights emerging
from inheritance problems in India. In Canada, 18% of women between 18
and 64 claimed that they had been sexually exploited by their family mem-
bers before they were 16. 5% of women claimed that they had been raped,
and 27% had been molested by their boyfriends.28

Thus, honor-related violence is found across all religions and faiths on a global
scale.

However, the trend toward associating honor-related violence with Mus-
lims has increased, together with the rise of Islamophobia that developed rap-
idly after 9/11: A growing number of Islamophobic organizations in North
America and Europe, as well as a great many reports in the Western29 media,30

tend to label any murder occurring among Muslims as ‘honor-related vio-
lence,’ even when no honor dynamics are involved. Although the rates of rape,
sexual harassment, and murder are high in North America and Europe, the
media singles out Muslim and other immigrant communities for perpetrating
honor-related violence.31

Honor-related issues are exclusive to patriarchy. However, patriarchy can-
not be totally decoupled from religion. An embedded ideological discourse
within many religious traditions, whether monotheist or not, enforces patriar-
chal gender relations to varying levels. In fact, it is misleading to stereotype
Islam as innately more patriarchal than Christianity and Judaism, and to en-
vision honor-related violence to be an issue exclusive to Islam. However, the
reified political discourses and media coverage of Islam and Muslims blur the
explanation of honor-related violence dynamics. Exploration of this violence
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requires an in-depth analysis of patriarchy, the prosperity levels of a society,
the experiences of immigration and multiculturalism, and paying attention to
the Islamophobic tendency of blaming all ills on Islam.

Patriarchy and Honor-related Violence
Patriarchy is a system of social structures and practices that institutionalizes
male power over women and children in the family. In such societies, women
are devalued and relegated to a lower status than that of men. This institu-
tionalized male dominance and even oppression over women is also extended
in the society.32 In the ensuing hierarchical order, standards of honorable be-
havior for men and women also differ. Men are expected to actively protect
the dignity of their families by controlling and even oppressing their female
family members and relatives. However, whether it is a kinship group, a vil-
lage, a region, a class or a caste, women are the bearers of group identity in
patriarchal social structures and thus should always be chaste and pure for
their families.33

Via employing the honor/shame rhetoric, patriarchal social structures try
to keep group boundaries closed.34 To demarcate the group’s boundaries, a
woman’s integrity must be safeguarded.35 For instance, in the Hindu caste sys-
tem a woman is responsible for her caste’s purity and her adultery might in-
troduce impure blood into the lineage.36 In Sri Lanka, women may not have
sexual relations with lower caste men, as they are believed to become irre-
versibly polluted as a result.37 Likewise, in nineteenth-century Cuba women
were agents of transmitting family attributes through generations, and the mix-
ing of races via marriage or an extra-marital affair would bring dishonor to a
family.38

The patriarchal social order is kept intact through the use of coercion and
force over women.39 Forcing women to marry before reaching adulthood,
beatings, preventing access to higher education, and/or not allowing them to
work and earn their own money, and denying them their property rights are
other means of reproducing the established patriarchal order.40 However, par-
adoxically, such a society’s values are internalized by its female members,
who continuously transfer them to future generations.41

Patriarchy, like all other hierarchical systems, is intrinsically built on the
judicious use of actual or implied violence. Although it favors men over
women, this does not mean that all men are equal or that men are not expected
to refrain from harming the honor of other men. Hence crimes of honor are
assumed to be legitimately punishable offences. For instance, the Human
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Rights Commission of Pakistan reported that during 1998-97, men were killed
together with 158 women in karo-kari homicides.42 Yet women suffer dispro-
portionately and are always punished even in circumstances where men may
not be, as in cases of incest and family rape.43

Throughout recorded history, women have been treated unfavorably in
patriarchal societies.44 For example, the legal and historical history of the
Mediterranean Basin reveals a great deal about the relationship between the
influence of patriarchal culture and honor-related violence. A certain notion
of honor – the loss of which is associated with female sexuality and impurity
– has existed in almost all Mediterranean societies.45 According to William
Ian Miller46 and Victoria Goddard,47 a man’s honor in this region has con-
sisted of making sure that his female family members and relatives remained
pure. 

However, the content and significance of honor in this region has varied
and undergone crises.48 Socioeconomic events after the Second World War
and at the end of the region’s fascist regimes impacted the understanding of
honor. For instance, in Spain, a belief in the old pre-modern sense honor is
now confined to elderly Francoist and Catholic conservatives of Castile, An-
dalucía, the Basque country, and to Gypsies. Similarly, northern Italy has seen
no vendettas and honor-related issues for quite some time, although such vi-
olence continues to exist in the center and south of the country as a lingering
ghost of the past.49

Patriarchy is intrinsically built on the judicious use of actual or implied
violence. In fact, the Greek,50 Spanish,51 and Italian,52 penal codes used to
recognize honor as a mitigating factor in crimes of violence, including homi-
cide. In the contemporary Spanish penal code, a special title of honoria
causa (a crime committed for the sake of honor) is still reserved for a hus-
band who kills his adulterous wife.53 Similarly, the Italian penal code of
1889 accepted honor as a mitigating factor, as it was believed that an adul-
terous woman caused a psychological disturbance in her male relatives.
From 1968-69, a new set of arrangements made honor an issue of civil law.
Under the new civil law, adultery by either a woman or a man was accepted
as a reason to grant divorce, with material sanctions imposed on the guilty
party.54

As explored above, honor-related violence is closely tied to and histor-
ically rooted in persistent forms of patriarchy. The Austin Report (2009) men-
tioned this system as the main reason for honor-related violence and
emphasized that no religion approves of such violence. However, the typical
media coverage of honor-related violence and honor killings overempha-
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sizes religion’s role55 and fails to examine the socioeconomic context, mul-
ticultural politics, and rise of Islamophobia as they relate to his particular
form of violence.

Economic Wellbeing and Honor-related Violence
In economically prosperous and democratically administered societies, a
family’s honor and social position is not considered as being either made or
broken by how its female members behave,56 although such societies may
have patriarchal attributes. In those societies, it is difficult to observe honor-
related violence because women have economic power and the security pro-
vided by specific laws that protect them.57 In fact, Lynn Welchmann and Sara
Hossain argue that almost all legal arrangements favor men over women re-
garding domestic violence and the physical force that women face.58 How-
ever, in relatively prosperous countries the position of women is made
relatively stronger through the passing of criminal laws that protect them
from violence.59

In both the poor parts of prosperous societies and the underdeveloped
areas of modernizing states, incomes are low, formal education is lacking,
and upward mobility is almost impossible.60 In those societies, while honor-
related violence is rare among the educated and urbane, among the poorer
and less-educated people it is a common occurrence. For instance, among
the Middle East’s Kurdish and Arabic tribal societies, both of which have
long traditions of self-administered justice, honor-related violence and
killings are frequent. The chastity of a woman belonging to such a tribal so-
ciety defines her family’s honor and status, and women are expected to adhere
strictly to the moral norms of their group, be they ethnically or religiously
defined.

Contemporary socioeconomic determinants and experience of migration
also impact the understanding of honor. The religious, ethnic, gender, and
class dynamics of the country and the immigrants’ position within it impact
the dynamics of honor-related violence.61 In some European countries, honor-
related violence can be seen as an indicator of the social exclusion and
poverty of migrant families, who usually survive on low incomes and expe-
rience unemployment. The immigrant families among which honor-related
violence is observed are often poor and socially excluded. The authors of the
Resource Book for Working against Honor-Related Violence62 stated that such
families’ low income levels negatively impacts the men’s status and power,
given that they are supposed to provide for their families. Consequently, their
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loss of status within the family also turns into increased oppression of the fe-
male members.

When the process of integration into the host country is slow, belonging
to a group identity serves as a security or social welfare system and leads mi-
grant families to become even more conservative and enforce their original
culture’s traditional patriarchal aspects within their communities. For instance,
Fadime Şahindal, a Kurdish migrant to Sweden, was murdered by her family
for having a Swedish boyfriend. Before she was killed, she told the Swedish
Parliament that if Swedish society had accepted and helped her family, her
situation might have been avoided.63

The fear of losing their identity also makes migrants more introverted,
in that they tend to stick to their traditional and patriarchal values and
norms.64 The risk that young female family members may adopt the host
country’s lifestyle, values, and norms alarms families. The authors of the
Resource Book for Working against Honor-Related Violence65 notes that
for a migrant man, controlling the sexuality of his female family members
and keeping them under control means receiving respect from others and
having access to certain rights in the group to which he belongs. In fact,
many traditional, cultural beliefs and practices may become stricter in the
diaspora than they are at home. Hence, in migrant communities, females are
strictly controlled and any honor-related “misdeed” is punished, as in the
case of Fadime Şahindal.

In some of the media discussions and public debates in Canada, Britain,
Germany, and the Netherlands, honor-related violence is linked not to the
economic situation or social status of Muslim migrants, but to their religion.
Negative stereotypes are produced to blame Islam for all sorts of honor-re-
lated violence.66 Rather than searching for the real reasons, Muslims are
openly blamed in the discourse frequently encountered in some of these coun-
tries’ media outlets.67 Governments and certain political forces offer immi-
gration controls and assimilation policies as a solution. However, the
employment of such policies and the multicultural rhetoric in some European
countries hinders finding a real solution to the problem, which needs further
exploration.

Honor-related Violence and Multicultural Politics
Multicultural politics have been employed by some western societies to build
cultures of tolerance and equality for all citizens. The politics of multicultural
identity legitimize people’s differences and uniqueness in the public as well
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as in the private spheres.68 However, the states that apply these policies usually
do not deem it necessary to establish a space in which various groups and eth-
nicities can coexist.69 Hence, multicultural policies may cause people of dif-
ferent origins to stay away from each other. The ongoing debates on
multicultural identity politics have centered on the presumed incompatibility
between western and Muslim religious values, as though the Muslims living
in Europe or North America were a single homogenous entity. Issues of gender
in Islam have been discussed to show this alleged incompatibility.70

However, such violations of women’s rights in Europe and in North
America as sexual harassment, beatings71 and rape are found among almost
all groups.72 According to Mikael Kurkiala, the number of women killed in
honor killings committed by Muslim migrants is minute when compared to
the number of women killed by ethnically Swedish men.73 Yet according to
the results of one study, Dutch and German media outlets portray honor-re-
lated violence as directly stemming from Islam.74 Quite frequently, they pres-
ent the predicament of a Muslim woman either positively (e.g., if she is
assimilated) or with negative overtones directed against her community’s re-
ligious and cultural milieu.75

Multiculturalism as a policy faces some valid criticisms in Europe, one
of which is the toleration of violence or abuse against migrant women under
the guise of cultural difference. According to Archana Agarwal, this policy’s
moral relativism is also a challenge for international human rights standards.76

On December 20, 1993, the General Assembly of the United Nations (UN)
decided that member states were responsible for preventing violence against
women and that states must protect the victims of such violence. In Beijing
in 1995, attendees at the UN meeting decided that the culture, tradition, or re-
ligion of any migrant cannot be accepted as an excuse for any state not to pro-
tect its women from domestic or honor-related violence. However, the
situation of migrant woman with regard to honor-related violence has not
changed drastically, despite the solutions offered by the UN.

What seems to be happening is that “western values” have become con-
flated with “universal human values,” with the subtle implication that Islam
fails to respect basic human rights. Nevertheless, this judgment frequently
leads to an outrage against Islam’s “barbaric cultural practices” and motivates
liberals and elite feminists to save the poor Muslim women from their terrible
prison.77 However, in such a situation the culprit chosen is not the general sys-
tem of patriarchy that victimizes migrant women, but rather Islam. It should
be acknowledged that there are multiple Muslim discourses, all of which are
affected by gender, class, and degree of piety. Blaming Islam and Muslims
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for honor-based violence is a result of Islamophobic ignorance, which was
aggravated after 9/11.

Honor-related Violence and Islamophobia after 9/11
Islamophobia is the fear that Islam threatens the established western order.
According to this type of thinking, Islam is backward, inferior, and hostile to-
ward modernization and western values. The period after 9/11 has seen the
stigmatization of Islam by equating it also with such cultural practices as
arranged marriages, female genital mutilation, and the violation of women’s
rights.78 This situation has been boosted by the increasing amount of media
attention given to the oppression of women and human rights violations in
some Muslim countries in an exaggerated manner.79

One result of this approach has been that Muslims who were previously
identified according to their national or regional origin (e.g., Pakistani, Saudi,
Iranian, Indonesian, and Moroccan) are now commonly represented as if they
were an internally unified and homogenous entity.80 After 9/11, a large section
of the mainstream media in Europe and North America have increasingly
overlooked the diversity of Islamic communities and attributed negative char-
acteristics (e.g., being oppressive, barbaric, and misogynist) almost to all Mus-
lims.81 As a result, honor-related violence became the focal point of difference
and incompatibility between Muslim migrants and westerners.82 In fact, after
9/11 some of the western audience became more inclined to believe that Mus-
lims are prone to terrorism, as they are perceived as extremists capable of
murder in cases of honor concerns.83 Hence, equating Muslims and their cul-
tures with the risk of terrorism, bigotry, and honor-related violence84 has
boosted intolerance toward Muslims in Europe and North America.

Honor-related violence is conceived within a largely orientalist frame-
work,85 which enables one to equate Islam with terror and backwardness.
However, Gayatri-Chakravorty Spivak argues that western intellectual thought
is, in many ways, complicit with western international economic interests.86

After all, during colonial times the colonial administrators tried to persuade
local populations that they were backward, primitive, and needed the colo-
nizers’ modernizing, civilizing mission to exploit the indigenous resources in-
definitely and without compensation.87 In order for the West to claim moral
superiority over bigotry and backwardness of the rest, its colonial and mis-
sionary cadres problematized polygyny in Africa, widow immolation in India,
and veiling in North Africa and the Middle East.88 The colonial narrative de-
picted local women as being in need of rescue from the “local, brutal, brown
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men” and such barbaric traditions as sati,89 child marriage, and foot binding.90

As such, the image of the white man as “the saviour of local woman” was
produced and legitimized the colonial powers’ existence and exploitative ad-
ministration in those lands.91

Apart from legitimizing its existence in the colonies, the colonial admin-
istration also left its mark on the ex-colonies’ legal cultures. For instance, the
laws of most of the once-colonized French nations excuse honor-related vio-
lence. However, it is also argued that those laws are derived from the
Napoleonic Code, the 324th article of which reads that a husband may be ex-
cused for murdering his wife if she has committed adultery.92 Hence, according
to Rochelle Terman,93 in the colonized lands the Napoleonic law became en-
tangled with local and tribal customs and eventually became a tool to justify
social norms that exploit women.94

Like the colonial image of “brutal brown men,” the idea of the “violent
Muslim man” has also been produced by means of various post-9/11 literary
and academic works.95 Many documentaries, short films, and novels96 give
undue credibility, at least in the minds of the European and American publics,
to the link between honor-related violence and Islam.97 According to such
works, the colonial era’s emblematic images of eastern backwardness – the
veil and sati – have now been replaced by honor-related violence.98

However, the “terrorist Muslim” stereotype strengthens the conservative
and racist backlash in the United States and Europe and inevitably makes the
lives of their Muslims difficult.99 For instance, Liz Fekete explains that after
9/11 the German government proposed establishing a centralized population
register in which data on third-country nationals living in the EU would be
stored.100 This process was incorporated into the European Council’s anti-
terrorism roadmap and led to the introduction of a new system of alerts on
the Schengen Information System. In the United Kingdom, the media and
parliamentary meetings speak of Muslim migrants as if they were the coun-
try’s most serious problem.101 Similarly, Elizabeth Poole’s research from 1994-
2003 on how two important British newspapers, the Guardian and the Times,
have covered British Muslims concludes that “Muslims are a threat to security
in the UK due to their affiliation with terrorism, or a threat to British main-
stream values, or create tensions in interpersonal relations due the their cultural
differences with the host community.”102

The popularity of honor-related violence in the media and its presumed
link with Islam is very much related to recent political developments.103 For
instance, during the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, the United States used
its media outlets as tools of ideological and moral justification.104 The attention
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placed on the Afghan woman’s predicament was remarkable, in that it was
only when the Taliban’s rule collided with British and American interests that
the media of both countries paid special attention to it.105 The image of “the
white man as the saviour of brown/local woman” is reproduced through the
media: In the twenty-first century, the western man has become the savior of
Muslim women from the burden of traditions and honor-related violence.106

Additionally, the accompanying media campaign played a key role in ensuring
the rhetoric of the violations of women’s rights and honor-related violence to
legitimize the invasion.107

Patriarchy affects fundamentalist interpretations of the Bible, the Torah,
and the Qur’an. However, most western patriarchal and conservative funda-
mentalist figures behave as if there is no honor-related violence in western
societies or that domestic violence and murder of women does not occur
among white western people.108 Actually, the Qur’an, the prophetic practice,
and Islamic law do not sanction honor-related violence.109 Besides, lately, rep-
utable Islamic scholars and clerics have spoken out against such violence and
have issued a religious decree banning it.110 However, presenting this type of
violence as an exclusively Muslim issue only contributes to the Islamophobic
perspective, which turns religious differences in the post-colonial period into
racial differences in the modern world.111

Conclusion
According to Goddard,112 honor is not a historical value that has been super-
seded by modernity and rationality. Although societies’ socioeconomic and
cultural dynamics have changed over time, remnants of the honor-based way
of thinking and honor-related violence can still be observed in any society
with patriarchal origins; however, the now appear under different titles. But
after 9/11, most media outlets have increasingly presented honor-related vio-
lence as a practice exclusive to Muslims living in diaspora communities in
Europe or in Muslim-majority countries, thereby falsely associating honor-
related violence only with Islam. 

The reified discourses about Islam and Muslims blur the explanation of
honor-related violence dynamics. This violence, which is so closely tied to
the persistent forms of patriarchy, should be explored along with a society’s
level of prosperity, experiences of immigration, and multiculturalism. But any
such study would be incomplete if one final factor was not considered: the Is-
lamophobic tendency to blame all ills on Islam. As my discussion shows, the
Islamic world is not simply misogynist and all European cultures and tradi-
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tions are not completely devoid of honor-related violence stemming from pa-
triarchy. Women are continuously being victimized as a result of honor-related
violence globally; and ways to challenge this form of patriarchal domination
must be found without being blurred by reified discourses of Islamophobia
and/or political ideologies. 
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