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Honor Killings in Jordan and Pakistan

On Valentines Day of this year—February 14, 2005—a young man entered the room where his eighteen-year-old sister was visiting with her fiancé, and asked the suitor to join him on the home’s roof.  Once there, the brother drew a gun and shot the other man six times and bayoneted him over twenty times.  He then went downstairs, shot his sister five times and stabbed her nearly fifty times.  He readily confessed to the crime, claiming that the victims had been in an intimate relationship before they were engaged, which violated the family’s honor.  The perpetrator’s—and victim’s—father was charged with complicity in the murders.  The young woman was exonerated of the alleged misconduct by her autopsy: at the time of death, she was a virgin.
  While this incident occurred in Amman, Jordan such murders are startlingly common; though exact numbers are shadowy and crimes often unreported, the United Nations Population Fund estimates as many as 5000 women may be victims of honor crimes each year.
  Despite Qur’anic prohibitions against murder and unfounded allegations, an overwhelming majority of these crimes occur in Muslim countries.  Jordan and Pakistan are ethnically different—one Arab and the other Indian— Islamic countries in which honor killings are relatively common.   

Honor crimes are generally committed against women who are suspected of impugning their family’s honor by engaging in inappropriate activities with members of the opposite sex.  In cases where a woman brings shame upon her family, her role as a willing or unwilling participant is considered unimportant.  In the majority of cases, only the woman is punished, “the man, who may have raped his victim is considered an innocent party and often walks free.”
  Regardless of the circumstances, shame has come upon the family through her, which necessitates cleansing.  This cleansing can only be accomplished through the death of the crime’s perpetrator—even in cases of rape or incest—the woman herself.  Actions not only affect the individual, but also their whole family: men kill their “daughters, sisters, nieces, and cousins—their ‘family relatives’—when promiscuous behavior is suspected.”
  “The killers say, ‘Yes, she’s my sister and I love her, but it is a duty’.”
 Such killings purportedly cleanse the shame of misdeeds, and restore familial honor.

This concept of honor is not merely limited to the personal, but is connected to the family group or clan, the “fundamental building block” of both Jordanian and Pakistani societies.
  The family’s status is “largely dependent upon its honor, much of which is determined by the respectability of its daughters.”
  A woman’s virginity belongs to her family and if, for any reason, that chastity is violated, she has brings reproach upon all of her relatives.  In what one writer calls a “bizarre duality,” women are seen “on one hand as fragile creatures who need protection and on the other as evil Jezebels from who society needs protection.”
  Thus, it is a man’s duty both to protect female relatives from others, and to protect other men from the women’s evil devices.  Culturally “the male [is] 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.”  Thus, the concept of individual honor—particularly in Arab countries—is limited, or according to Israeli-Arab writer Salman Masalha, “nonexistent.”  “For this reason,” Masalha continues, “the Arab man goes far outside himself in search of his repressed selfhood – [he turns] to the weakest link in his environment, namely the woman – his wife, sister, daughter, etc.”
  Similarly Pakistani men—ethnically Indian—tend to understand their own honor in relation to others, particularly female relatives.  This familial concept of honor, and honor killing, is a remnant of ancient cultural practices, pre-dating Islam.  Sharif Kanaana, a professor at Birzeit University explains,

What the men of the family, clan or tribe seek control of in a patrilineal society is reproductive power.  Women for the tribe were considered a factory for making men.  The honor killing is not a means to control sexual power or behavior.   What’s behind it is the issue of fertility, or reproductive power.

While this view has changed somewhat over time, the idea of males exerting control over and attaching honor to female family members is still in existence.  


Nearly all are quick to point out this concept of honor, and honor killings are not laid out in the Qur’an.  Indeed, honor killings seem opposed to the high evidentiary standards laid out in the Qur’an for zina, the crime of adultery: “those who launch a charge against chaste women, and produce not four witnesses (to support their allegations), - flog them with eighty stripes; and reject their evidence ever after: for such men are wicked transgressors…”
   Those who accuse a woman of fornication or adultery without four witnesses will themselves be punished.  According to the Qur’an, “punishment for relationships out of wedlock is stipulated as 100 lashes if the woman is single, or if married, death by stoning,” if the requisite number of witnesses are brought forth.
  The Prophet urges his followers not to accept accusations lightly, but rather consider the accused innocent until proven otherwise.  

Why did not the Believers – men and women – when you heard of the affair, - put the best construction on it in their own minds, and say “This charge is an obvious lie”?  Why did they not bring four witnesses to prove it?  When they have not brought the witnesses, such men, in the sight of Allah, (stand forth) themselves as liars!

The Qur’an sets a high bar for brining accusations of both fornication and adultery.  This would suggest that honor killings are culturally, not religiously motivated.  

Nevertheless, honor killings are most prominent in Islamic countries and those crimes of honor that do occur in the west are generally perpetrated by immigrants.  Geraldine Brooks, an author and journalist underscores, and questions the connection between the Islamic faith, and violence toward women:  “At some point every religion, especially one that purports to encompass a complete way of life and system of government, has to be called to account for the kind of life it offers the people in the lands where it predominates.”
  Though the religion’s tenets seem to offer protection from unjust accusations, women in Islamic countries are killed to “protect” family honor.  Islam has not changed cultural violence toward women; ancient tribal practices are still followed.  Those who commit honor killings are often looked upon as heroes, instead of criminals.  Men are revered for their willingness to kill their family members, though national and international efforts are being made to highlight the plight of women who are potential victims of honor crimes.  

Jordan is a small country, approximately the size of Indiana, with a population of five million.  A moderate Muslim nation, Jordan has close ties to the United States, and is committed to “peace, stability, and moderation.”
  Yet, honor killings persist in this stable and modern place; nearly one-quarter of the country’s murders are committed by relatives seeking to cleanse their family name.
  Twenty-five to thirty women are killed for the sake of honor every year, according to estimates.  The punishments given to men who commit such murders are generally light: prison terms of three months to a few years.  Though the actual number of murders in Jordan is relatively small, it is increasingly open about the problem of honor crimes.  In part, this openness is due to the efforts of one individual, journalist Rana Husseini.

After attending college and graduate school in the United States, Rana Husseini returned to her native country.  In 1993 she began work as the crime reporter for the Jordan Times an English language daily newspaper.  Her job proceeded uneventfully until, after a few months on the job, a brutal murder came to her attention.  In an interview, she matter-of-factly explained the situation:

In the name of honor, a sixteen-year-old girl was killed by her family because she was raped by her brother.  He assaulted her several times and then threatened to kill her if she told anyone.  When she discovered that she was pregnant she had to tell her family.  After the family arranged for an abortion, they married her off to a man fifty years her senior.  When he divorced her six months later, her family murdered her.

Husseini investigated and reported on the crime, a taboo subject.  She interviewed the young girl’s family, and heard them excuse the killing, explaining that “she was not a good girl,” and “she seduced her brother.”
   The case encouraged Husseini to research and expose other honor crimes.

In her efforts to bring national attention to the crime, Husseini found that killers were often sentenced lightly, if punished at all.  “The average term served for an honor killing is only seven and a half months,” says Husseini.
  She explains further that often 

…families assign the task of honor killing to a minor, because under Jordanian juvenile law, minors who commit crimes are sentenced to a juvenile center where they can learn a profession and continue their education, and then, at eighteen, be released without a criminal record.

Killings are generally kept quiet, and often unreported; if an individual is found guilty, their sentence is generally light.  Most honor crimes are prosecuted under articles 98 of the Jordanian penal code, which directs a “reduction of penalty for a perpetrator who commits a crime ‘in a state of great fury’ resulting from an unlawful and dangerous act on the part of the victim.”
  The courts have widely used this law to exonerate perpetrators of honor killings, even if the victim’s “crime” was revealed a significant amount of time before action was taken.  In a 2003 incident a man discovered his sister was pregnant as the result of an affair, and then purchased a gun.  Nearly a day later, he returned to visit and shot her seven times at close range.  The court found, “although there were approximately twenty four hours [between the discovery and the murder], his soul was not at peace…The irritated soul does not know calm thinking.  Therefore, he should benefit from a reduction in penalty…”
  Though it seems evident that the murder was premeditated, fury over the illegitimate pregnancy mitigated his sentence.  Similarly, victim’s families are able drop charges.  Because the honor crimes are generally committed by brothers or fathers, it is likely that the rest of the family circle would choose to forgive, instead of pressing for justice—particularly if the family was in favor of the killing.  


Rana Husseini’s instrumental work has directed international attention toward injustice committed in the name of honor, and a grassroots movement to change the legal system has had some effect.  Through the work of citizen activists, and the support of the royal family article 340 of the legal code has been repealed—albeit temporarily.  This article applies lenient penalties specifically to men who murder their wives or female relatives caught “in an unlawful bed.”  Despite rare application of the article—most leniency is granted under article 98—repeal was strongly opposed by the Islamic Action Front, and other religious and conservative organizations.  They believe that the “campaign is motivated by western values of which they do not approve.”
 Similarly, Husseini herself has reports receiving “threatening letters, emails, phone calls” from those who oppose her persistent reporting of honor crimes.  The majority of those who oppose her work “come from conservative or Islamic circles.”
  Despite the injustice of killings based on circumstantial evidence, conservative Islamic groups refuse to support the repeal of laws that shelter murderers, despite the clear violation of evidentiary rules laid out in the Qur’an.


Islamic groups are similarly opposed to reforming laws regarding honor killings in Pakistan.  This country of over 140 million is ninety-seven percent Muslim.
  In 2003 at least 1,261 women were victims of honor killings, most occurring in the conservative southern provinces of Punjab and Sindh.  This number does not include women subjected to other crimes, such as mutilation, being burned with acid, or gang rape, other extra-legal punishments inflicted by families for immorality, either real or perceived.
  In one extreme case from 2002, a sixteen year old girl from the Sindh province was killed for violating her family honor: as she danced with relatives at a wedding reception, a young man “caught hold of her hand.” Though she did had not encouraged the contact, and quickly pulled away from the man, family members deemed her conduct inexcusable, and arranged for her death.
  Honor killings are also used to punish those who marry without the consent of their families.  

In a land where nearly all marriages are arranged, marrying for love violates family honor; those who bring shame on their family by eloping can be pronounced karo kari—black man, black woman—by tribal councils, and are then subject to death.  Such pronouncements are most common in Pakistan’s conservative southern provinces, where examples of extreme reactions to love marriages abound.  One couple, both doctors, were forced to flee their home in the southern province of Sindh and relocate to a more moderate northern city to escape relatives who pledged to kill them.
  While they survived, another young couple was not so lucky: after Shahid Mustafa and Imam Khatoon eloped, the brides’ parents had them proclaimed karo kari for bringing shame on the family.  Two years later, after many threats and attempted violence, Mustafa returned home from a brief absence to find his wife and infant son gone, kidnapped by her family.  The fates of Imam Khatoon and her child are unknown: likely, they are dead.
  Even if their bodies are found, prosecution of the killers remains improbable.  Because the concept of family honor is deeply engrained in traditional Pakistani society, those who commit honor killings are lauded; men are considered more “manly” for their willingness to take extreme measures to protect their family’s name.  Accordingly, officials in the small towns and villages where most honor crimes take place are often unwilling to bring those who commit the socially acceptable crime to court.  


In recent years efforts have been made to reclassify honor killings, and to mandate minimum sentences.  But, the crime is steeped in tradition and conservatives argue that changing the law could encourage adultery.  While National Assembly member Sardar Salim Jan Mazari, claims that he is against all types of murder he recently stated that the government “should respect cultural traditions of our society before making any laws to check such killings.”  Defending his statements, Mr. Mazari implied that punishing those who kill or maim for honor would encourage adultery: “the tribal custom came into being centuries ago to put a check on adultery and to protect the weak against the stronger and wealthy.”  Such sentiments are widely supported by members of the conservative Islamic opposition.
  It is unclear how killing a woman who has been raped, or a couple who elope either discourages adultery or protects the weak from the strong.

Even if those accused of honor crimes are prosecuted, conviction remains unlikely.  Pakistan accepts of the Islamic laws of quisas and diyat—retribution and blood money.  These give a victim’s family the option of forgiving or imposing lesser penalties on offenders.  Since those who commit honor crimes are nearly always family members, relatives who approve of the action can offer the offender forgiveness, and reprieve from punishment.  Thus, mothers can forgive sons who kill sisters, fathers can forgive husbands who kill wives, and brothers can offer forgiveness to fathers who kill daughters.  Under this system, justice for victims proves a near impossibility.  As long as quisas and diyat remain in place, families will still protect and clear perpetrators of honor crimes.

President Pervez Musharaff did sign legislation that specifically defines honor crimes as a criminal act, with the option of applying the death penalty, in January of 2005.  But, the effect of the law is unknown.  In the small towns and villages where most honor crimes take place officials are often unwilling to prosecute those who commit the socially acceptable crime.  Additionally, the new law does not address karo kari or the Islamic laws of quisas and diyat—retribution and blood money. 

Both Pakistan and Jordan have made initial steps sought to discourage and eliminate the barbaric practice of honor crimes in their countries.  Conservative Islamic leaders, however, seem to be silent or even discourage the banning of the practice, despite the injustice of such crimes, and Qur’anic prohibition of punishing adulterers without sufficient evidence. Fearing “westernization,” politicians such as Pakistan’s Mazari are willing to sacrifice their own citizens, protecting tradition instead of human beings.
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