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Abstract
Honor killings are an ancient phenomenon that has been
widely discussed in the professional literature. This article
reviews the current literature in the field, using a socio-
cultural theoretical framework, and critically examines the
effect of modernization processes on the phenomenon, dis-
tinguishing between Arab and Muslim countries and West-
ern countries. The review shows that despite modernization
processes, and at times owing to concerns about these pro-
cesses, the use of honor killings as a tool to strengthen patri-
archal control seems to be widening. The impact of these
trends on the definition of honor killings is discussed. An
up-to-date literature review is necessary to raise awareness
of this phenomenon of violence and to establish effective
prevention programs. Directions for future research are
also discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Honor killings are a worldwide phenomenon, with cultural-traditional roots, which is common
mostly in the Arab and Muslim population worldwide (Do�gan, 2016; Khan et al., 2018). It
affects thousands of women each year, and according to some, it is not only a violation of
human rights but also a crime against humanity and democratic rights (Singh, 2014).

The purpose of the present literature review is to examine the phenomenon of honor killings
in modern times in light of the changes in phenomenon itself and in the attitudes toward it, as
manifest in two circumstances: honor killings in Arab and Muslim countries that are undergo-
ing modernization processes, and honor killings within Muslim populations living in Western
countries, which are routinely exposed to the modern liberal world. Studies show that honor
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killings are a global phenomenon, existing in many countries around the world, not only in
Arab and Muslim societies (Cooney, 2019). This study focuses on Arab-Muslim society both
because most honor killings occur in these societies and because these societies have unique
characteristics, which the study explores.

Modernization is a global process that can be observed in most large cities of the world,
irrespective of culture (Farhat-Holzman, 2012). Huntington (2000) argued that modernization
involves industrialization, urbanization, increasing levels of literacy, education, wealth, and
social mobilization, as well as more complex and diversified occupational structures.

As distinct from modernity, Westernization includes other values and social structures: indi-
vidualism, emphasis on individual rights, the existence of representative bodies (parliaments),
an independent judiciary, protection of minorities, and separation between religion and the
state (Duchesne, 2011). Most Muslim-majority countries are undergoing a modernization pro-
cesses, but they are not Western. In some Muslim countries, such as Afghanistan, moderniza-
tion processes occur only in the main cities, but they have not yet reached the villages scattered
throughout the country (Farhat-Holzman, 2012).

The processes of globalization, the transfer of ideas between various societies, mass migra-
tion from Arab and Muslim to Western countries, and the significant change in recent decades
in the status of women worldwide have all affected the motivation of honor killings and the atti-
tudes toward it (Chesler, 2010). The present review seeks to elucidate the phenomenon and the
changes it underwent over the years, and to help formulate policies for various parties that have
bearing on it, including legal, welfare, and prevention agents.

The literature review was based on a search of the ProQuest and JSTOR databases. We used
the following search terms: “honor-based violence,” “honor/honor murder,” and “honor/honor
crime.” The search focused on the murder of Muslim and Arab women. The inclusion criteria
were articles published in academic journals, including empirical and conceptual articles, defini-
tions, opinions, and reviews regarding honor killing and related terms, published from the year
2000 onward. Exclusion criteria were books, monographs, reports, and book reviews. We also
excluded academic articles that focused only on legal aspects. Of the 80 articles that were identi-
fied in the search, 59 were found to be relevant to the research question (see Table 1). Thirty-
two of the articles dealt with Arab and Muslim countries, and 22 with honor killings in Western
countries. Half of the articles were empirical and other half were theoretical.

HONOR KILLING

Honor crimes are acts of violence, usually murder, committed especially by male family mem-
bers against a woman in the family, who is considered to have dishonored the family
(Singh, 2014). The term “crime of honor” encompasses a variety of manifestations of violence
against women, including honor killings, assault, confinement or imprisonment, and interfer-
ence with choice in marriage. In general, honor killings involve three elements: control of
female behavior, males’ feelings of shame about losing control, and community involvement in
reinforcing and controlling this shame (Henry et al., 2018). The public justification for honor
killings is based on a social order ostensibly dependent on the preservation of family honor,
which requires men to exercise control over women, in particular over their sexual conduct,
whether actual, suspected, or potential (Hossain & Welchman, 2005; Ne’eman-Haviv, 2020b;
Singh, 2014).

Although honor killings are perpetrated by men, meticulous design and planning of the
murder often involve other family members, including fathers, mothers, brothers, sister, uncles,
and more. Zvinkliene (2010) described the partnership of mothers and sisters, who may agitate
for the killing, and in some cases collaborate in the murder directly or by assisting in the
getaway.
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TABLE 1 List of the articles included in the literature review

Authors and year
Article type (empirical
or theoretical) The country to which the article refers

Adana et al. (2011) Empirical Turkey

Altinbaş (2013) Empirical Canada

Araji and Carlson (2001) Empirical Jordan

Ashbourne and Baobaid (2019) Empirical North America

Aujla and Gill (2014) Theoretical Canada

Bangash and Mohammad (2017) Empirical Pakistan

Bhatti et al. (2011) Empirical Pakistan

Bhanbhro et al. (2016) Theoretical Western countries

Caffaro et al. (2014) Empirical Italy and Turkey

Caffaro et al. (2016) Empirical Morocco, Cameroon, and Italy

Cetin (2015) Theoretical Turkey

Chesler (2010) Theoretical Worldwide

Chesler (2015) Theoretical Worldwide

Chesler and Bloom (2012) Theoretical Worldwide

Cooney (2014) Theoretical Worldwide

Do�gan (2014) Empirical Turkey

Do�gan (2016) Empirical Turkey

Do�gan (2018) Empirical Turkey

Dyer (2015) Empirical UK

Eisner and Ghuneim (2013) Empirical Jordan

Eshet and Sela (2016) Empirical Israel

Farhat-Holzman (2012) Theoretical Worldwide

Fournier et al. (2012) Theoretical Canada

Gibbs et al. (2019) Empirical Afghanistan and the Palestinian
Territories

Gill (2013) Theoretical Worldwide

Glick et al. (2016) Empirical Turkey

Hayes et al. (2016) Empirical United States

Hayes et al. (2018) Empirical United States

Henry et al. (2018) Empirical United States

Hossain and Welchman (2005) Theoretical Worldwide

Jamal (2015) Theoretical Worldwide

Khan et al. (2018) Empirical UK

Kirti et al. (2011) Theoretical Worldwide

Korteweg (2012) Theoretical Canada

Kulczycki and Windle (2011) Theoretical The Middle East and North Africa

Lidman and Hong (2018) Empirical Finland

Lowe et al. (2018) Empirical India, Iran, Malaysia, and Pakistan

Mayeda and Vijaykumar (2016) Theoretical Worldwide

Nasrullah et al. (2009) Empirical Pakistan

Norberg and Törnsén (2013) Empirical Sweden

(Continues)
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The United Nations estimated that 5000 honor killings take place every year worldwide,
although researchers believe that the number is much higher (United Nations Population
Fund, 2000). Khan et al. (2018) argued that many cases are likely unreported or reported as sui-
cides, accidents, disappearances, or deaths from natural causes. The number of honor killings is
routinely underestimated, and there are no definitive or reliable data of its incidence worldwide.

Evidence of honor killings exists in many countries (Warrick, 2005), but most cases are
reported in Arab and Muslim countries, in Muslim communities in Western countries, and in
India (Bhanbhro et al., 2016; Chesler, 2010; Chesler & Bloom, 2012; Henry et al., 2018;
Rahim, 2017). This article focuses on the phenomenon of honor killings in Arab and Muslim
societies. The case of India is unique because the motives for the killing are different from those
in Arab and Muslim societies, generally stemming from the desire to maintain the purity of the
caste (Chesler & Bloom, 2012), and deserve separate in-depth consideration.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The sociological theoretical framework relating to social structures, cultural codes, and social
supervision provides the main explanations for the motivation in honor killings. Honor killings
differ from other types of killing because their motivation is based on cultural and moral codes
common in certain communities, often reinforced by religion (Bangash & Muhammad, 2017;
Bhanbhro et al., 2016; Bhatti et al., 2011; Cetin, 2015; Chesler, 2010, 2015; Gibbs et al., 2019;
Ne’eman-Haviv, 2020a; Patel & Gadit, 2008; Pely, 2011; Shapiro, 2009; Warrick, 2005).

Bangash and Muhammad (2017) defined honor killings as cultural violence, which means
that any aspect of culture may be used to justify and legitimize structural violence, largely

TABLE 1 (Continued)

Authors and year
Article type (empirical
or theoretical) The country to which the article refers

Odeh (2010) Theoretical Arab societies

Olwan (2013) Theoretical Canada

Patel and Gadit (2008) Empirical Pakistan

Pely (2011) Empirical Israel

Rahim (2017) Empirical Pakistan

Rahim et al. (2016) Empirical Pakistan

Raza (2006) Empirical Pakistan

Sakkhefi (2009) Empirical Israel

Sedem and Ferrer-
Wreder (2015)

Empirical Sweden

Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2002) Theoretical Israel

Shapiro (2009) Theoretical United States

Sheeley (2007) Empirical Jordan

Singh (2014) Theoretical Worldwide

Tas-Cifci (2019) Empirical UK

Uskul and Cross (2019) Empirical Turkey

Voller (2014) Theoretical Iraq

Warrick (2005) Theoretical Jordan

Zvinkliene (2010) Theoretical Worldwide
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supported by ideology, religion, language, and the arts, and make it acceptable in society. Kill-
ing for the sake of family honor is a socially structured phenomenon. Family honor and the per-
ception of women as property are two motifs deeply rooted in the social-cultural basis of Arab
and Muslim societies, with both men and women often supporting killing on grounds of dis-
honor (Bhatti et al., 2011; Patel & Gadit, 2008). Thus, culture gives meaning to practices,
including the practice of violence (Korteweg, 2012).

Gibbs et al. (2019) present three social justifications for honor killings in their article: patri-
archal, economic, and related to social status. Many more articles consider the conservation of
patriarchal power as the main justification. The cultural code that allows honor killings is a
patriarchal one, according to which women are inferior to men and subject to their authority
economically, socially, legally, sexually, and more (Caffaro et al., 2014; Cooney, 2014;
Odeh, 2010).

Murder on the grounds of women’s dishonesty increases the control men exercise in society
and in the family. In a patriarchal society, male domination underlies the legitimacy of the mur-
der of women whose behavior is perceived as inappropriate (Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2002). Pre-
serving family honor implies maintaining male control, and harming it amounts to
undermining this control. Male domination is made possible by a set of laws applied primarily
to women, determining their behavior, activity, desires, and even thoughts (Ne’eman-
Haviv, 2020a; Eshet & Sela, 2016; Nasrullah et al., 2009; Sedem & Ferrer-Wreder, 2015;
Shapiro, 2009; Uskul & Cross, 2019). In the past, it concerned only the sexual behavior of
women, but as a result of recent changes in Arab and Muslim societies, the concept has been
expanded to include new forms of behavior that are perceived as a threat to male domination
(Eshet & Sela, 2016).

Some of the social laws relating to the term “family honor” refer to the virginity of unmar-
ried women and the loyalty of married ones, and in some cases there is a demand for a woman
to be above the suspicion of the community (Bhanbhro et al., 2016; Eshet & Sela, 2016;
Sedem & Ferrer-Wreder, 2015). Victims are mostly married women, killed by their husbands or
brothers, often simply upon mere suspicion. According to Rahim et al. (2016), however, some
victims are unmarried teenage girls, known to have been buried alive for engaging in “inappro-
priate” behavior or expressing their intentions to marry a man of their choice.

Another cultural justification regards women as an economic resource, which can be traded,
and therefore it is important to control it. Mayeda and Vijaykumar (2016) argued that women’s
bodies may be considered as resources for reproduction, domestic labor, and access to other
resources; lack of control over that resource means an economic loss. Furthermore, arranged
marriages between cousins or other relatives enable land and property to remain in the family
(Gibbs et al., 2019; Mayeda & Vijaykumar, 2016). Raza (2006) described how women and the
killings of women are used to promote men’s economic goals or to reach compromises in eco-
nomic conflicts between families.

The motives for honor killings are not only economical but also involve social status in gen-
eral. Arab and Muslim societies are collectivist, emphasizing the importance of group cohesion
and determining the place of the individual in a social group (Caffaro et al., 2014; Lowe
et al., 2018). In these societies, there is rigorous social control and strict enforcement of cultural
codes. Cultures of honor place a high value on the respectable social image of the family (Glick
et al., 2016; Lowe et al., 2018; Uskul & Cross, 2019). A dishonored family may be excluded
from community activities, subjected to mockery and gossip, and experience difficulty finding
marriage partners for their children (Chesler, 2010; Pely, 2011).

Therefore, murder on the grounds of defamation of the family is not a spontaneous response
or an emotional expression. Cooney (2014) argued that it is a premeditated action, usually car-
ried out in coordination with the extended family. At times, the murder is considered heroic,
which is how the murderer wishes to be perceived. In some countries, murder of this type is not
considered a crime, and perpetrators are not prosecuted, attesting to the fact that such conduct
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is considered normative (Chesler, 2010; Nasrullah et al., 2009). Do�gan (2014) added that in
communities where honor killings tend to occur, the individual exists only through the commu-
nity, and it is therefore almost impossible for him to withdraw from that community.

In another article, Chesler (2015) illustrated the cultural and social pressures that require
coping with women’s unacceptable behavior, emphasizing the role of the women themselves in
creating and maintaining these pressures. The main tool is gossip, carried out primarily by
women, which creates the climate in which the honor killing of a “deviant” woman becomes
inevitable. According to Chesler (2015), gossip can be described as “murder by language.” In a
study conducted in Muslim countries, Caffaro et al. (2016) found that women were more
involved in accusing the victims of honor violations than were men. Do�gan’s (2018) study
describes the phenomenon of honor killings committed by women. The study, conducted in
Turkey, found that women may kill their elder sisters, newborn babies, distant relatives, or for-
mer employers for their honor and that of the family.

These findings reinforce Kirti et al.’s (2011) claim that the concept of honor links the indi-
vidual with the community. Honor provides a moral framework for behavior, norms, and rules,
which in turns provide a basis for acceptance in collective life. It is by commanding honor that
individuals find a place in their community and therefore honor is endowed with great power.
The theoretical and research discussion of honor cultures, which characterizes many of the col-
lectivist cultures, adds an important tier to the understanding of the processes leading to honor
killings.

In recent years an extensive literature has been developed regarding honor cultures. The
concept of an “honor culture” was first articulated by anthropologists studying Mediterranean
societies (Pitt-Rivers, 1965). Nisbett and Cohen (1996) were the first to examine the concept in
Western societies in general and in the United States in particular. According to them, the cul-
ture of honor is found in many societies, and is not linked to a specific religion or society
(Nisbett & Cohen, 1996). It seems that honor cultures are prevalent in many other regions in
the world including the circum-Mediterranean, Middle East, South Asia, and Central and
South America (Gul et al., 2020; Mosquera, 2013; Uskul et al., 2019).

Culture of honor is defined as a complex set of beliefs, attitudes, and norms about the
importance of personal reputation (Nisbett & Cohen, 1996). Hence, honor societies are groups
that position social image or reputation in one’s community as a core concern (Uskul &
Cross, 2020). The cultural logic of honor is based on norms and beliefs that encourage individ-
uals to view self-worth and respect as socially conferred.

In this definition, honor has two components: internal, like self-esteem, and external like
reputation and social image (Gul et al., 2020). Cross et al. (2014) argue that in honor cultures,
people must acquire reputations for being trustworthy and likely to reciprocate both positive
treatment (such as hospitality) and wrongdoings (through vengeance) (Cross et al., 2014).
Because self-worth depends on others’ opinions, individuals in honor-based societies tend to
perceive that their worth is precarious and can easily be taken away. Moreover, self-worth can
be gained competitively, in that one can increase one’s honor by appropriating that of someone
else through competition or aggression (Gul et al., 2020).

In honor-based societies, personal moral standards are deeply shaped by the expectations of
the family and community, and if people violate these standards, they shame themselves and
their family (Uskul et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2020). The norms arising from the culture of honor
are expressed differently among men and women. While men must uphold a reputation for
strength, toughness and willingness to respond ferociously to perceived threats, and must pro-
tect their family, the women are expected to maintain their reputation for sexual purity, chas-
tity, and loyalty to their husbands and family. Gul et al. (2020) mentioned that members of
honor-based societies express strong concern for maintaining their reputation not only for
moral traits (e.g., honesty, trustworthiness), but also for traits and behavior expected based on
their gender. Although these gender-specific honor norms are part of the traditional gender
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roles that exist in many societies worldwide, honor-based societies magnify the importance of
complying with these gender roles (Vandello & Cohen, 2003).

Researchers (Baldry et al., 2013; Glick & Fiske, 1996) found that gender-based honor norms
strongly contribute to the increased prevalence of intimate partner violence (IPV). Therefore,
Mosquera (2013) argues that gender-based honor norms serve as a risk factor for IPV against
women. Those norms can manifest as justification of aggression against women, especially
when women are perceived as behaving in ways that threaten their partner’s honor (Baldry
et al., 2013; Glick & Fiske, 1996; Mosquera, 2013). Hayes et al. (2018) examined, among
others, the characteristics of honor killings and of domestic violence homicides to identify com-
monalities and differences across these seemingly distinct types of homicides. According to the
authors, honor killings may fall under the broader umbrella of domestic violence homicide, as
all victims and offenders are family members or current or former intimate partners. There were
no significant differences between honor killings and of domestic violence in prior criminal jus-
tice involvement or in the discussion of prior domestic violence in the open sources.

Similarly, the authors found that separation was the motivating factor for most honor kill-
ings and domestic violence homicides and concluded that abusers may view separation as a
direct challenge to their control, potentially increasing their controlling or aggressive behaviors
(Hayes et al., 2018).

Beyond a theoretical and research conception of collectivism and a culture of honor, two
other studies that examined the issue of honor killings from a unique perspective reinforce the
socio-cultural theoretical framework. One explanation, presented by Rahim (2017), examined
the honor killing from a cognitive perspective. The author compared the manner of thinking of
honor killers with that of other murderers and of normative people, and found that honor
killers have the same delinquent style of thinking as other killers, as opposed to the general pop-
ulation, showing that there is no difference between the criminal thinking of murderers and
honor killers. In other words, the culture that permits honor killings provides only a cultural
framework for thinking that is delinquent in the first place, and justifies it (Rahim, 2017).

Henry et al. (2018) compared the ideological motivations of individuals who commit honor
killings with anti-LGBTQ homicides in the United States. The authors found that violations of
religious tenets, protection of masculinity, and protection of honor are manifested in both types of
homicide, both making reference to the offenders’ honor, and how the victim may have dishonored
the offenders or their family. In these instances, the offenders believed the homicide would restore
their honor or that of their family (Henry et al., 2018). This study also shows the importance of
honor in these societies and the lack of tolerance for deviation from strict social norms.

HONOR KILLINGS IN THE ARAB AND THE MUSLIM WORLD

Honor killings in the Arab and the Muslim world are a well-known phenomenon, although they
differ in prevalence in different countries, but they are not properly documented anywhere.
Data are partial, mainly because of underreporting of the phenomenon by various ways of
accounting for the deaths, for example, as suicides or accidents. The literature suggests that the
Muslim country in which the honor killing is most common, and probably most studied, is
Pakistan (Bangash et al., 2018; Bangash & Muhammad, 2017; Dobson, 2009; Gibbs
et al., 2019; Patel & Gadit, 2008; Nasrullah et al., 2009; Rahim, 2017; Rahim et al., 2016).

Nasrullah et al. (2009) conducted epidemiological research in Pakistan to assess the preva-
lence of the phenomenon. Because of the low reporting rates, they did not use official state
reports but national and local press reports in Pakistan. Their findings show that over 4 years,
between 2004 and 2007, 1957 honor killings occurred in Pakistan. The study found that the vic-
tims were mostly adult married women, and that the main reason for the homicide was alleged
extramarital relationships.
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The figures for honor killings in other Arab or Muslim countries are sparse and reflect
mostly the reported criminal statistics. Moreover, these murders are not always classified as
honor killings. Cetin (2015) provided data on women’s murder in Turkey, according to which
the country reported 802 murders of women between 2009 and 2013, but there is no indication
whether these were murders for honor or other reasons. Turkish women’s organizations
reported about 50 more women homicides during these years. Gibbs et al. (2019) presented data
on honor killings in the Palestinian Territory, where 27 cases were reported in 2014 and 15 in
2015, arguing that these low numbers do not reflect reality but rather the attempts to conceal
the scope of the problem.

The research and theoretical literature that examined honor killings in Arab and Muslim
societies in the modern age are divided into two camps, which at times seem to contradict each
other. The first camp addressed the positive cultural-social changes brought by modernization.
From the 1980s onward, the processes of globalization and modernization have created signifi-
cant changes in the socio-cultural fabric of these countries (Cetin, 2015). The availability and
the power of the media made Western influences part of the social discourse. New perceptions
of human rights, human equality, gender equality, awareness of violence against women in gen-
eral, and honor killings in particular, have begun to permeate the social fabric and raise
demands for a softening of rigid patriarchal world (Bangash et al., 2018; Bangash &
Muhammad, 2017; Chesler & Bloom, 2012; Kulczycki & Windle, 2011; Rahim, 2017).

In recent years, strong voices have been heard in the Arab and Muslim world opposing
murder in the name of family honor. In pre-civil war Syria, some spoke out against the phe-
nomenon after the brutal murder of a young Druze woman, in 2005, which produced angry
reactions and led to the creation of a public campaign calling for putting an end to the phenom-
enon. Women and men who participated in this public campaign have strongly criticized the
phenomenon and called for a change in the provisions of the Syrian Penal Code, which grant
the murderer immunity or relief from punishment. In Lebanon, a precedent-setting religious
ruling was issued, stating that in Arab society murder motivated by desecration of family honor
is a crime (Sakkhefi, 2009).

Voller (2014) described the trends in honor killing in Iraqi Kurdistan. Since the establish-
ment of the Kurdistan Regional Government, in the late 1990s, attempts have been made to
promote the status and rights of women and to integrate them into positions of power in public
life. During the second decade of de facto Kurdish autonomy, in the 2000s, honor killings came
to the forefront of the public debate in the region, and the Kurdish leadership began to take
steps to counter violence against women, first using legislation, then gradually taking action on
the ground.

Other studies report a similar trend of changes in other Arab and Muslim countries
(Caffaro et al., 2014; Cetin, 2015; Glick et al., 2016; Kulczycki & Windle, 2011), which are
expected to lead to a change in the attitude of the population toward honor killings and to a
decline in their numbers (Lowe et al., 2018).

At the same time, another path appears to have emerged, which counteracts these trends.
Literature originating in Arab and Muslim countries does not indicate that tolerance of this
crime is declining. Sheeley (2007) and Araji and Carlson (2001) examined Jordanian public
attitudes toward honor killings. Although Sheeley (2007) found that in a sample of 200 people,
95% did not support honor killings, 72% of the sample claimed that Jordanian culture dictates
murder in cases of sexual promiscuity, and that family honor is expected to be restored through
the act of murder. About 20% of respondents agreed that Islam demanded the murder of
wanton women. According to Araji and Carlson (2001), in Jordan, abusing or killing wives,
mothers, sisters, and daughters who engage, or are alleged to have engaged in sexual
misconduct is considered to be normative rather than deviant behavior.

In a study conducted in Turkey involving 116 male students, 55% did not justify honor
killing, but 45% justified it on grounds of dishonor either in the name of religious dictates or
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because of social estrangement and shame if the murder is not committed (Adana et al., 2011).
Lowe et al. (2018) examined attitudes toward honor killings in Pakistan, Iran, and Malaysia,
and found that despite differences between countries, there is support in all of them for violence
against women on honor grounds. There is also a positive correlation between attitudes and
actual homicide rates: the more positive the attitudes are toward honor killings, the higher the
rate of honor killings is.

Raza (2006) investigated the issue of honor killings in Pakistan, suggesting that the positive
attitudes toward honor killings and the rise in homicide rates come as a counter-reaction to
modern-liberal trends. According to her, and according to other scholars who have studied the
phenomenon in other Arab and Muslim countries (Cetin, 2015; Chesler & Bloom, 2012; Gibbs
et al., 2019), modernization threatens these countries cultural fabric. The changes that moderni-
zation brings have led to instability in the cultural system and undermined patriarchal percep-
tions. As a result, attempts have been made to tighten social boundaries and to strengthen the
power and control of men in society.

Raza (2006) illustrated these changes not only using data on honor killings, but also by
examining the decision-making process taking place during honor killings and the way in which
they are executed. For example, unlike in the old ceremonial council system, the community
has now stopped seeking evidence to substantiate the claim of harm to dignity, and has been
approving cases of murder on suspicion only. The manner in which the murder is carried out
has also become more extreme and brutal over the years, aiming to deter women.

Cetin (2015), who conducted her research in Turkey, a Muslim country, suggests that in the
modern era the definition of honor killings should be expanded and referred to as “revolt kill-
ings.” According to the author, there has been a large increase in the murder rates of women in
Turkey following the modernization processes, reaching 1400% in 5 years: “In a response to a
parliamentary question, the minister of justice of that time provided some statistics which
showed a 1400% increase in women murdered in five years. Correspondingly, numbers of mur-
dered women by year follow: 2002, 66; 2003, 83; 2004, 128; 2005, 317; 2006, 663; 2007, 1011;
2008, 806; 2009, 953,” (Cetin, 2015, p. 329).

The main reasons for these killings are jealousy, rejection, divorce, and the victim making
her own decisions about her life. One of the primary underlying reasons for these crimes is the
possessiveness of men and their sense of “ownership” of women. As a result of these sentiments,
a man cannot accept rejection, such as divorce or termination of the relationship, leading him
to kill his partner. The dynamic of revolt killing may be considered as a reflection of the
dilemma between tradition and modernity regarding the relationship between men and women
(Cetin, 2015).

In sum, there is a gap between changes that exist at the political-organizational level, includ-
ing changes in the media and social and legal attitudes, on one hand, and what is happening on
the ground, in the Arab and Muslim population, on the other. The population regards progress
and modernization, which bring with them a discourse on women’s equal rights, as a threat to
the tradition and patriarchal power relations that have existed for generations. As a result,
tightening of boundaries and stricter penalties on women who are considered deviating from
the norm are gaining momentum and getting stronger. The tightening of boundaries, and with
it the rise in honor killing rates, is a counter-response to modernization.

HONOR KILLINGS IN THE WESTERN WORLD

Only a few studies have dealt with the rate of honor killings in Muslim communities of Western
countries. Hayes et al. (2016) maintained that studies on honor crimes have been difficult to con-
duct because of validity and reliability issues associated with data collection. The European coun-
try with the highest number of honor killings per year appears to be the UK, with an average of
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one murder per month (Dyer, 2015). Researchers in Canada estimated that 10–15 cases of honor
killings occurred in the first decade of the 21st century (Korteweg, 2012). In Finland, although
there were some honor violence incidents among Muslims, especially forced marriages, no cases
of honor killing have been recorded (Lidman & Hong, 2018). The Arab population of Israel con-
stitutes about 21% of the total population of the country (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2017).
According to the Israeli Police, in 2013–2016, 113 women were murdered in Israel, of whom
60 (53%) were Arab, most of them killed in the name of honor (Ne’eman-Haviv, 2020a).

Chesler (2010) analyzed 230 cases of honor killings reported in the English-language media
worldwide, between 1989 and 2009. One hundred of the killings took place in the Western world:
33 in North America, and 67 in Europe. The author found that most of the perpetrators were
Muslims, as were their victims, and most of the victims were women. The findings of the study
indicate that honor killings have increased significantly over the years, both because of the rise of
extreme-radical Islam and because of the rise in awareness and reporting of honor killings
(Chesler, 2010). The study by Van Baak et al. (2018) also examined honor killing cases in the
United States, some by Muslims. They concluded that although some offenders justified their
honor crime by appealing to their religion, honor crimes were not associated with a specific reli-
gion and have been recorded across a variety of faiths. Honor crimes were the result of traditional
and cultural values, as opposed to purely religious ones. Their findings indicate that although
some killings included an appeal to religion, the majority of cases had other justifications as well.

The literature review also revealed that many articles on honor killings in the Western world
are based on theoretical analysis from a critical perspective, case studies, analysis of indictments,
or public-media reference to honor killings (Altinbaş, 2013; Fournier et al., 2012; Gill, 2013;
Jamal, 2015; Odeh, 2010; Olwan, 2013; Shapiro, 2009; Zvinkliene, 2010). These studies do not
provide quantitative findings. In contrast with studies conducted in the Arab and the Muslim
world, only few studies were conducted in the West concerning attitudes toward honor killings.
Therefore, it is difficult to estimate the attitudes of Muslims living in the Western world toward
this phenomenon (Caffaro et al., 2014; Eisner & Ghuneim, 2013; Hayes et al., 2016).

Articles on honor killings in the Western world may be divided into two groups, each offer-
ing a different point of view, the two occasionally contradicting each other. The first group
presents honor killings as a characteristic of Muslim society only, and therefore focuses on
honor killings among immigrants from Muslim countries (Norberg & Törnsén, 2013; Sedem &
Ferrer-Wreder, 2015; Ziller et al., 2019). By contrast, researchers from the second group present
a critical perspective aimed at preventing the stigmatization of Muslim immigrants, and finding
similarities between honor killings in Muslim societies and other types of murder of women in
Western societies (Altinbaş, 2013; Aujla & Gill, 2014; Korteweg, 2012).

Honor killing among immigrants

Immigration creates an experience of anomie, confusion of norms, and a struggle between the
culture of the country of origin and that of the host country (Ashbourne & Baobaid, 2019;
Bygnes, 2017; Ziller et al., 2019). For immigrants from Muslim to Western countries, the cul-
tural gap is enormous, especially with regard to gender relations. Many of the immigrants hail
from patriarchal cultures that are not receptive to the liberal-egalitarian attitudes toward
women (Norberg & Törnsén, 2013; Ziller et al., 2019).

Immigration is a radical change in family life, which undermines its stability and requires
extensive adjustment. According to Korteweg (2012) and Tas-Cifci (2019), instability harms
particularly men, who in their countries of origin were the highest authority in the family, but
in the host country find it difficult to guide the family, and need help with language, finding a
source of livelihood, and daily orientation in absorbing the new culture. As a result, men must
find other ways of remaining the source of authority at home.
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The immigrants’ great fear of losing their original culture often causes them to adhere rig-
idly to tradition, more than they did in their country of origin (Ashbourne & Baobaid, 2019).
This explanation finds support in Sedem and Ferrer-Wreder’s (2015) study, conducted in Swe-
den. The researchers interviewed immigrant parents who were accused by the authorities of
honor violence against their daughters. In the interviews, the parents expressed fear of losing
control and of diminished power and social esteem of the men (Sedem & Ferrer-Wreder, 2015).

In another study (Tas-Cifci, 2019), 18 mothers (first immigrant generation) and 14 daughters
(second immigrant generation) of Turkish-Kurdish immigrants living in London were inter-
viewed. The interviews show that the mothers are still living in a closed community that main-
tains minimal social ties with British society because of differences in language, culture, and
religion. By contrast, the daughters are more integrated in British society, as a result of better
language skills and participation in public educational institutions. The findings of the study
suggest that the women live in a socio-patriarchal structure and continue to uphold traditional
cultural values. Codes of culture and tradition are consistently protected by mothers, and girls
tend to accept the codes of honor for fear of the consequences if they refuse (Tas-Cifci, 2019).

Additional studies have found that not only have the rules of conduct become stricter, but
also the definition of dignified behavior has become broader. In Arab and Muslim countries,
honor killings were committed mainly in response to women’s unacceptable sexual behavior,
whereas among immigrants there have been cases of honor killings when women were accused
of being “overly Western,” as manifest in wearing Western clothing, seeking higher education,
making an independent choice of a spouse or asking for a divorce, and even for showing exces-
sive independence in daily life, for example, obtaining a driver’s license. (Altinbaş, 2013;
Zvinkliene, 2010). Khan et al. (2018) defined the first- and second-generation immigrant girls as
a group at risk for honor crime victimization.

Hayes et al.’s (2016) study shows that the definition of honor killing was extended not only
with respect to the type of acts included, but also to the identity of the victims. In their study,
they examined 16 cases of honor killings in the US between 1990 and 2014, in which 40 victims
were murdered, in many cases including the mothers’ children. Children growing up in the host
country are exposed to a culture that is different from that of the parents, resulting in the forma-
tion of a Western identity, which the father may not be able to accept (Hayes et al., 2016).

Honor killings also have an economic aspect related to immigration. According to
Altinbaş (2013), there is an inverse relationship between the economic wellbeing of the family
and the frequency of honor violence. Individuals whose economic welfare is low tend to become
more conservative and adhere more closely to their earlier traditions. They try to raise their
social status within their community by showing impatience toward those who violate the
tradition.

Low economic wellbeing is also associated with a low level of education. Many studies, both
in the Western and Muslim world, have found a significant relationship between the level of
education and the rate of honor killings and attitudes toward it (Bangash et al., 2018; Rahim
et al., 2016). Thus, immigration, poverty, and low level of education tend to increase the likeli-
hood of honor-based violence. Note, however, that the socioeconomic situation is an interfering
variable, although not a decisive one. The roots of honor killings are in gender inequality and
can therefore occur regardless of socioeconomic status.

The critical literature

Honor-based violence and honor killings in particular have assumed a central place in national
discourse and consciousness in Western countries. But according to this set of articles, the refer-
ence to honor killings is discriminatory and racially biased, permanently labeling of immigrants
in particular and Muslims in general as exclusively responsible for this type of murder
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(Altinbaş, 2013; Aujla & Gill, 2014; Korteweg, 2012). Studies, however, show that honor kill-
ings exist in many countries and cross borders of ethnicity, religion, and status (Aujla &
Gill, 2014; Fournier et al., 2012). Altinbaş (2013) reviewed articles about 17 Western countries
in which honor killings occur, arguing that the association between honor killings and the Mus-
lim population was due to a high level of Islamophobia, which became stronger in North Amer-
ica and Europe after 9/11. Altinbaş (2013) claimed that stereotyping has lent ideological
support to unequal power relations that have been shaped mainly by Western economic inter-
ests since colonialism. Gill (2013) and Jamal (2015) emphasized that Islamic laws do not
encourage honor killings, indeed, they prohibit it.

Researchers claim that the discourse about honor killing is influenced by an ideological per-
spective that seeks to establish a distinction between “they” and “we,” that is, between for-
eigners and Westerners. Honor killing is regarded as a foreign phenomenon, imported to
Western countries by immigrants who failed to assimilate the ideals of social equality that exist
in the host country (Fournier et al., 2012; Olwan, 2013). This concept is reinforced by the
media, who seek to create moral panic, and therefore report the events in great detail, empha-
sizing the Muslim origin of the perpetrators (Altinbaş, 2013). But the media are not the only
ones responsible for this perception. Olwan (2013) examined the interaction between the media
and the practices of the Canadian state. He took as a case study the murder of four women, rel-
atives, who were murdered by Mohammad Shafia in Canada in 2009, and examined the ways
that major English-language Canadian dailies and Canadian state officials have deployed the
honor crime discourse while shedding light on the various political projects and racial logics
underpinning national investments in this crime. Olwan (2013) found that they reinforce racist
perceptions of the Canadian public. In other words, the state, its laws, and its treatment of these
events also have a great effect on public perception.

These critical studies provide a multicultural view that avoids targeting certain populations.
Lidman and Hong (2018) proposed not to consider religion as promoting honor violence, but
rather to regard honor violence as the result of the collective perception and dynamics within
the community. According to the authors, honor violence must be treated as collective violence,
which does not characterize a particular religion but intra-community dynamics. According to
Fournier et al. (2012), murder of women exists worldwide as a phenomenon referred to by the
authors as “provocation defense,” whose roots are in male honor, and therefore there should be
no significant difference between passion crimes in the Western world and honor crimes in the
Arab and Muslim world. Aujla and Gill (2014) argued that honor killings should be treated as
a form of gender-based domestic violence.

DISCUSSION

Honor killing is a global phenomenon that claims thousands of victims each year worldwide
(Chesler & Bloom, 2012; Henry et al., 2018; Rahim, 2017). This article conducted a comprehen-
sive literature review on the changes that affected honor killings in the modern age. The litera-
ture review addressed two aspects: changes in prevalence of honor killings and people’s
attitudes toward them in traditional Arab and Muslim countries, where the effects of moderni-
zation are slowly permeating, including liberal perceptions in general and those concerning
women’s rights and gender equality in particular; and the emergence of honor killings in West-
ern countries, where millions of immigrants from Arab and Muslim countries have arrived in
recent decades.

The literature review was conducted from the perspective of sociological theory, which
regards honor killings as a social norm that preserves the values of patriarchal honor and
strengthens men’s control of the women’s population in these communities. Most of the articles
viewed honor killings as a form of social violence, which originates in a collectivist and
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conservative social structure (Bhanbhro et al., 2016; Bhatti et al., 2011; Chesler, 2010, 2015;
Gibbs et al., 2019; Patel & Gadit, 2008; Pely, 2011; Shapiro, 2009).

The defining feature of modern society has been a system of norms and values that were
conducive to an open, democratic, and participatory arrangement. Traditional societies lacked
such features. Modernization theorists apply this broad framework to explain the different
developmental stages reached by countries worldwide (Ibrahim et al., 2011).

Modernity is a dynamic process that changes traditional ways of living. According to
Parson’s theory (1967), the difference between tradition and modernity has strongly
reinforced that tradition, for all its diversity of knowledge and ideas.

At the core of Durkheim’s work (2000, 1938), there is a belief in the importance of creating
well organized, ordered, and harmonious societies for individuals to live out their lives produc-
tively and contentedly together. Significant social change can occur when there is a slow sociali-
zation process that involves education and change of mind. People are socialized in the midst of
their society, which changes individual behavior with the passage of time. The rapid entry
of modernization processes into traditional societies results in an anomaly, which leads to a
deterrent against modernization and the strengthening of traditional boundaries
(Durkheim, 1938; Ibrahim et al., 2011).

The findings of the review indicate mixed trends when it comes to honor killings. On one
hand, the infiltration of Western perceptions into a conservative patriarchal society leads to a
slow change in attitudes toward honor crimes, to increased demands for gender equality and
greater women’s independence. On the other hand, the rates of honor killings appear to be ris-
ing, and the reasons behind them are multiplying (Caffaro et al., 2014; Cetin, 2015; Glick
et al., 2016; Lowe et al., 2018; Warrick, 2005). At the same time, it is important to consider that
part of the increase in honor killing rates may be due to an increase in awareness of the prob-
lem, and therefore, in reporting rates. Because of a lack of accurate data from the past, it is not
possible to know the extent to which the increase is in homicide rates or in reporting.

In the original definition of honor killing, in place in traditional countries until a few
decades ago, the murder was committed in response to women being suspected of sexual mis-
conduct, such as pre-marital or extra-marital sex. The family would examine the evidence and
decide on the appropriate punishment, including death. The literature review shows that there
has been a change in both the reasons for the murder and in the decision-making process. Many
articles report that women are often murdered because of a perception of being either too
“modern” or “Western” (Raza, 2006). Their desire to pursue higher education, choose their
spouse, go on dates, ask for divorce, dress in a non-traditional way, and more is not accepted in
traditional societies, and it is perceived as a violation of family honor that can lead to violence
and murder. If previously evidence was needed to decide on this type of punishment, the deci-
sion can now be made on the basis of suspicion only (Chesler, 2010; Norberg & Törnsén, 2013;
Tas-Cifci, 2019; Ziller et al., 2019).

Two researchers have identified this trend and proposed to change or expand the definition
of honor killings to better suit present reality. Cetin (2015), who conducted studies on the
changes in the phenomenon of honor killings in Turkey, proposed to change the definition to
“revolt killing.” The term revolt killing basically means a woman’s murder is a result of her
objection, of coming up against the ongoing system, rejection of the man and statement of
her will (Cetin, 2015, p. 353). According to Cetin (2015), revolt killing refers mostly, but not
only to situations in which the wife is murdered because she wants to be separated from her hus-
band, and reflects the dilemma between modernity and tradition in the relationship between
men and women. The change of name is of great importance, which is beyond mere semantics.
The name “revolt killing” highlights the change that has taken place in recent years in the causes
of honor killings, which have become broader. Murder based on unacceptable sexual behavior,
has become murder based on general behavior, which is not acceptable in these societies. The
widening of the definition indicates the widening of the causes of murder, and changing the
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definition may lead to a better understanding of the issue among policymakers and therapeutic
professionals.

In a study conducted in Canada, Aujla and Gill (2014) compared honor killings with other
murders, which were classified as domestic violence, and concluded that there is no significant
difference between them because domestic violence, and often passion crimes, occur for the
same reasons. Therefore, they proposed to abolishing the classification of honor killings and
treating them as a form of domestic violence.

The studies cited above have been conducted in specific communities, but the literature
review shows that they reflect reality in most traditional communities, both in Arab and West-
ern countries. Fear of changing the social structure leads to the strengthening of boundaries
between the traditional and the modern, and to the expansion of acts considered deviant.
Today, honor killing is not merely the result of a traditional patriarchal structure, but a way of
dealing with an intercultural conflict taking place in an age of change and globalization, and
therefore needs to be redefined.

Limitations and recommendations for future studies

The first limitation of the present literature review is that it focused on English language studies.
Further reviews should include studies published in other languages as well, especially Arabic.

The present literature review has not examined the legal aspects of honor killing. Future
research should examine the legal changes taking place in both Arab, Muslim and Western
countries, to shed light on the interaction between changes in the law and the perceptions preva-
lent in the relevant populations.

Another limitation stems from the research on the topic, namely the fact that the data on
cases of honor killings are inaccurate and not properly documented in many countries (Hayes
et al., 2016). The classification of family homicide incidents as honor killings also varies from
place to place, and therefore it is difficult to find comparative data. Establishing criteria for
defining honor killings can greatly assist comparative research.

Finally, this study focused on honor killings in Arab-Muslim societies, both in Muslim and
Western countries. As noted, however, honor killings take place in many other societies,
and further research is needed to examine the similarities and differences in honor killings
between different societies.
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