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ABSTRACT
So far, women’s involvement in honor killings has been attempted to explain
with the emphasis on either patriarchy or the concept of hegemonic mascu-
linity. However, the current conceptualization of women involved in honor
killings is not completely representative of all of the cases. The accurate
portrayal of women’s involvement in such killings requires a broader under-
standing of particular circumstances of the female perpetrators, the whole
dynamic behind honor killings, and of the particular relationship between
victim and the perpetrator. Through reflecting on the narratives of five
female perpetrators, this article aims to provide this missing focus.
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Introduction

Since it has been assumed that the conditions of women’s lives are not different from those of men, or the
differences are not germane to general theories on homicide,1 women’s involvement in homicide and lethal
violence has been omitted for a long time (Browne and Williams 1993, p.79). However, the available data
show that women’s involvement in lethal violence is different from that of men and qualitative differences
exist between female- and male-perpetrated homicides. In this context, the literature on female perpe-
trators often provides overall portrayals of women who kill (Scott and Davies 2002; Wolfgang 1958), or
focuses on women who kill their male partners (Browne 1987; Wilson and Daly 1992), their children
(Oberman 1996; Silverman and Kennedy 1988), or other women (Goetting 1988; Mann 1993).

It has been demonstrated that the majority of female-perpetrated homicides are committed
against those who are intimate partners (Block and Christakos 1995; Gauthier and Bankston 2004;
Ogle, Maier-Katkin, and Bernard 1995; Sabri, Campbell, and Dabby 2016; Scott and Davies 2002;
Titterington and Subjack 2012; Wilson and Daly 1992) and a significant proportion of such violence
occurs in response to male aggression and threat (Browne 1987; Daly and Wilson 1988).
Additionally, studies concerning intimate partner homicides have yielded clear evidence that
women kill male partners after years of suffering physical violence, and after they have exhausted
all available sources of assistance, when they feel trapped (Goetting 1987; Ogle, Maier-Katkin, and
Bernard 1995; Wilson and Daly 1992; p.206).

However, in the context of honor killings2 a thorough search of the relevant literature did not
yield satisfactory information or explanations concerning women’s involvement in such killings.3

CONTACT Recep Doğan recep.dogan@valentin.uu.se; recepdogan06@hotmail.com Swedish Institute Postdoctoral Research
Fellow at Uppsala University Hugo Valentin Centre, Sweden. Uppsala Universitet Hugo Valentin-Centrum, Thunbergsvägen 3D, Box
256, 752 38 Uppsala, Sweden. TOBB University of Economics and Technology, Department of Law, Ankara, Turkey TOBB Ekonomi ve
Teknoloji Üniversitesi Hukuk Fakültesi Söğütözü Caddesi No: 43, Söğütözü, Ankara, 06560, Turkey.
1Unless otherwise specifically mentioned, for the scope and purpose of this article, the term “homicide” refers to a legal term and
includes cases where the victim is either male or female.

2Despite the fact that using the term “honor killing” causes discomfort, for the purposes of this article, and because of its general
acceptance, this term will continue to be used.

3Apart from an article written by Chesler (2015), I could not find any publication specifically focusing on this issue.
© Taylor & Francis Group, LLC
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When argued, this important issue has been attempted to explain with the emphasis on either
patriarchy (Begikhani 2005; Pervizat 2011; Pimentel, Pandjiarjian, and Belloque 2005; Sev’er and
Yurdakul 2001; Siddiqui 2005) or the concept of hegemonic masculinity (Anderson 2008; Kersten
1996; Pervizat 2011). Moreover, the experiences of women in such crime have not been properly
understood and their involvement has been minimized by claiming that if women partake in these
tragedies at all, they do not play a very active role, and they are there for tertiary purposes such as
providing distraction, or creating a false sense of hope or safety for the victim (Kressel 1981; p.146;
Sev’er and Yurdakul 2001; p.986).

Research on homicide or lethal violence that omits female perpetrators is misleading and
women’s involvement in honor killings cannot be fully explained with the emphasis on either
patriarchy or the hegemonic masculinity, as they have a partial explanatory capacity to conceptualize
women’s involvement in such cases. An accurate portrayal of women’s involvement in honor killings
requires a further exploration of the whole dynamics behind honour killings, what was felt, lived, or
experienced by the female perpetrators in such cases and finally numerous other structural factors at
play. I intend in this article to make a start in supplying this missing focus, by exploring in detail
what was felt, lived, or experienced by the female perpetrators in such cases. As the general profiles
of perpetrators, victims and the crimes committed were explained in my previous works (Doğan
2014b, 2016), in this article I will attempt to provide a more accurate portrayal of women’s
involvement in honor killings and interrogate whether special explanations are needed. It is hoped
that the data that I have gathered from five interviews conducted with female perpetrators who have
committed murder in the name of honor and are serving their sentences in Turkish prisons, may
shed some light on this important issue and generate further research and debate.

In this context, the first case is the case of Zeynep4 who was 16 years old at the time of the murder
and, along with her mother, father, and elder brother, she killed her elder sister, who was promis-
cuous and got pregnant out of wedlock. In that case, Zeynep’s mother and Zeynep actively took part
in killing Zeynep’s elder sister by strangling her.

The second case is that of Didem who was a 21-year old university student at the time of the
offence and got pregnant by her boyfriend who was also a student at the same university. Didem
killed her baby as soon as she gave birth and was found guilty of infanticide for cause of honor.

The third case reflects the experience of Canan who was 42 years old at the time of the murder,
and killed one of her distant relatives who had raped her. The fourth case is the case of Sibel who was
20 years old at the time of the murder, and killed one of her distant relatives who had raped her and
continued to sexually harass her when her husband was in prison. Finally in the case of Fatma,
Fatma was a 38-year old farm worker at the time of the murder and, along with her husband, she
killed her former employer, as he always sexually and physically harassed her.

Given that it is very rare to encounter such perpetrators, it is suggested that there is scope within
these samples to extrapolate a number of general claims, observations, and to draw tentative
conclusions. However, this article makes no claims that its limited samples provide a statistically
valid representation of all female perpetrators of honor killings. Therefore, it would be implausible to
claim that in all honor killings committed in Turkey, the perpetrators experience the same or similar
dynamics that this article reflects. Nevertheless, a number of general claims can be induced, with the
caveat that each perpetrator’s experience is unique and each perpetrator may internalize differently
the normative system and values of her community. With this caveat, this article makes a contribu-
tion to the literature in terms of increasing its variety and explanatory capacity.

This article also has no intention to offer an alternative definition for honor killings. Instead, by
providing a clearer picture of the circumstances of the perpetrators and a better understanding of the
context of cases in which honor killings occur, it attempts to address whether special explanations
are needed for understanding of women’s involvement in honor killings. In the end, through

4Please note that the names of all participants are pseudonyms and their real identities are withheld.
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reflecting on the narratives of five female perpetrators, it aims to broaden our understanding of
female-perpetrated homicides and women’s involvement in honor killings.

Theoretical framework

As previously argued (Doğan 2011, 2014a, 2016), in the context of honor which inspires violence, a
person’s honor is believed to be a sacred value, and something more precious to him than even his
life (Peristiany and Pitt-Rivers (Eds.) 1992, p.2; Van Eck 2003, p.25), and the loss of honor is equated
with the loss of life. A person can go to extremes in defense of this sacred honor by violating other
sacred values and committing a grave sin, such as is killing (Baroja 1992, p.101).

Thus, Pitt-Rivers defines honor as “the value of a person in his own eyes, but also in the eyes of
his society. It is his estimation of his own worth, his claim to pride, but it is also the acknowl-
edgement of that claim, his excellence recognized by society, his right to pride” (Pitt-Rivers 1966,
p.21, emphasis as in original). Similarly, according to Bourdieu, in Kabyle society a man’s honor is
his own existence. “In him, existence and honor are one. He who has lost his honor no longer exists.
He ceases to exist for other people, and at the same time he ceases to exist for himself” (Bourdieu
1966, p.212). In this context, there is an intimate relationship between honor and the physical
person. In this relationship, the existence of the individual or his individuality and his own worth is
symbolized and expressed through an analogy with the head (Pitt-Rivers 1966, p.25).

This explains why the ritual by which honor is formally bestowed5 or the rituals and expressions
by which an affair of dishonor is settled commonly center upon the head of the individual whose
honor is in question, in dispute or at stake. In light of these rituals and expressions, it would not be
absurd to claim that, though the degree of application differs greatly from society to society, settling
or redeeming an affair of dishonor through violence has a long tradition. The scene so often used to
portray the response of a betrayed or dishonored woman, in which she either slaps or throws a glass
of water into the face of the betraying man, is a reflection of this tradition. Therefore, it is not
surprising to find a common history which establishes that affronts to honor can only be redeemed
through violence (Sen 2005; p.44; Siddiqui 2005; p.264; Spierenburg (Ed.) 1998).

As previously explained (Doğan 2014a), in this understanding, the honor of a man obliges a man to
defend his honor and the honor of his family, and the honor of a woman obliges a woman to maintain and
protect her purity. However, the duty of reclaiming or restoring honor is not generally imposed on women.
It is again men’s duty to restore honor and retaliation against dishonorable conduct is the ideal and is a
prerequisite for men. Therefore, when compared with male offenders, it is not common for females to
commit honor killings. When it comes to the conceptualization of women’s involvement in honor killings,
scholars have a tendency to interpret both honor killings and women’s involvement in such killings in
terms of patriarchy (Begikhani 2005; p.219; Pimentel, Pandijarjian, and Belloque 2005; p.260; Pervizat 2011;
Sev’er and Yurdakul 2001; pp. 964, 990; Siddiqui 2005). Under this interpretation, honor killing is regarded
as a form of masculine homicide or “patriarchal killing” (Sev’er and Yurdakul 2001, pp. 964, 994). It is
argued that honor killings result from women’s resistance to comply with patriarchal rules regulating their
sexuality and gender relations. So, in this interpretation, the victimization of both males and females are
linked to patriarchal attempts to control women’s sexuality (Siddiqui 2005, p.264). However, such inter-
pretations fail to grasp the whole dynamic behind honor killings (Doğan 2013, 2016) and patriarchy alone
cannot fully explain women’s involvement in honor killings cases. Especially in cases where the victim is a
male,6 and the perpetrator is a female, the violence, surely, does not result from patriarchal attempts to
control women’s sexual behavior. As will be explained in the discussion part, the violence, here, results from

5For instance, crowning of a monarch by placing a crown on the head of a new king or queen is an official part of this honorable
ceremony (Pitt- Rivers 1966, p.25).

6For a detailed analysis of the profiles of defendants, victims, and crimes, in honor killings committed in Turkey, see Doğan
(2014b).

DEVIANT BEHAVIOR 3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

19
3.

10
4.

12
4.

13
5]

 a
t 0

6:
13

 0
4 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
18

 



particular circumstances of the female perpetrators and broader cultural norms that govern a different
cultural understanding for the honor of a woman.

However, before discussing the conceptualization of women’s involvement in honor killings, I
wish to explain what the participants told about their experience before and after the offence, and
reflect on some of their narratives in accordance with their own words. By exploring in as much
detail as possible what was experienced by the perpetrators in such cases, I will demonstrate and note
my findings which are somewhat different from the published data. Space does not permit the
presentation of more excerpts from interviews and fuller factual details of the cases. It is hoped that
five excerpts provided here will be enough to challenge the current assumptions concerning women’s
involvement in honor killings.

Methodology

Limitations of existing data

When compared with male offenders, it is not common for females to commit honor killings. Thus,
the findings reflected here are based on the accounts of only five female prisoners. These results,
however, are not surprising, because other commentators have found similar figures (Begikhani
2005; p.210; Bettiga-Boukerbout 2005; p.236, Centre for Egyptian Women’s Legal Assistance
[CEWLA] 2005; p.153–154; Ermers et al. 2010; pp. 67–68; Hoyek, Sıdawi, and Mrad, 2005; p.123;
Shalhoub-Kevorkian 2005; p.175; Kressel 1981; pp.144–146; Siddiqui 2005; p.263; Sliman 2005;
p.185). For instance, as to cases committed within the Palestinian community in Israel, Sliman
reports 25 honor killing cases committed between 1984 and 2000 by 33 perpetrators. In these 25
cases, only three perpetrators out of 33 were female. All three female perpetrators had accomplices
(Sliman 2005, p.184–185).

As happened in the case of Rukhsana Naz, killed by her mother and brother in 1998 in Derby, U.K.
(Siddiqui 2005, p.263), the published data show that especially in cases involving pre-marital relations and
resultant pregnancy, mothers (CEWLA 2005, p.154; Hoyek, Sidawi, and Mrad 2005, p.123) and sisters
(Shalhoub-Kevorkian 2005; p.175; Sliman 2005; p.188), either on their own, or acting with extended family
members, may become involved in killing their daughters or sisters. Additionally, in cases of young women
who expect marriage and have been rejected by a former lover, they may punish (Safilios-Rothschild 1969,
pp. 208–210) or kill the ex-lover (Bettiga-Boukerbout 2005, p.236).

Finally, as happened in the case of Surjit Athwal, a Sikh British woman, a mother-in-law may take
part in killing their daughter-in-law, if they feel that their family honor is stained by the immoral and
dishonorable behavior of their daughter-in-law (Chesler 2015; p.4; Timesonline September 20, 2007).
They feel that they are partially responsible for the dishonor brought on the family as they generally
arrange the marriage and choose the wife for their son.

Data and research site
This article is based on the same dataset (Doğan 2010) that I used in my previous articles. The
findings reflected here are based on a field work for which I visited 65 prisons in Turkey and
conducted interviews with prisoners who have committed and have been found guilty of murder
committed in the name of honor (namus). A special permission was obtained from the Turkish
Ministry of Justice to access prison files and conduct semi-structured qualitative interviews with
prisoners. The interviews took place from June 2008 to November 2008.

The 65 prisons visited during the research were in 37 different cities and 11 different towns, inhabited by
people coming from a variety of ethnic, cultural, and religious backgrounds and where the incidence of
honor killings tended to be high. In these 65 visited prisons, I found a total of 88 cases committed by male
and female perpetrators. Among these cases, only 10 cases seemed to be committed by women in the name
of honor. I invited 10 female prisoners to take part in the research. Seven prisoners took part in the research
by signing the consent form, but three prisoners declined to participate. In two cases, which at first
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appeared as murder cases committed in the name of honor, after conducting interviews in depth I found
that these participants did not commit a murder in the name of honor, and honor was not their motive at
all. So, I had to leave the accounts of two interviewees out of the analysis. Therefore, the findings here reflect
the views of five female prisoners.

The selection process
Participants were selected because their personal file in the prison had a reference which showed that
the defendant had committed a murder in the name of honor. In order to do that, I first went
through all murder cases in each visited prison and thoroughly read all court rulings and personal
records in all murder files. This allowed capturing of cases in which the defendant had identified the
motive of honor as lying behind the murder, or where the defendant made reference to honor in the
defense or, finally, whether the court itself established that honor was the main motive behind the
murder. In this context, words or expression used either in the defense such as “I did it for my
honor” or “I could not live with this shame”, “I could not walk with my head held high among
people”, and “I could not look at the face of the people” or in court rulings such as “the defendant
claimed that the deceased’s behavior was provocative and brought a shame on honor” were regarded
as key indicators for the selection process. So, the final arbiter about the selection process was the
perpetrator’s description about the motive behind the murder rather than my personal opinion or
knowledge.

The structure and characteristics of the interview
As I wanted to give the prisoners an opportunity to be “the speaker of the text” (Harding and
Norberg 2005, p. 2011), the interview was designed to be semi-structured and divided into three
parts: (a) questions related to personal information, (b) questions related to the offence, and (c)
questions related to the concept of honor. Here, for the purposes and scope of this article, I am
mainly going to reflect my findings related to the second part of the interview.

Part two of the interview began with the question “Can you tell me the story of the crime for
which you are serving this prison sentence?” and then continued with another two open-ended
questions, which gave more freedom to the prisoner to talk about the attitude of people toward the
prisoner and the prisoner’s own feelings.7 Each interview took two hours or slightly longer. Given
that I was not granted permission to record either the voice or image of the prisoner, I took detailed
notes during the interview. In order to reflect the accounts of the participants accurately and guard
against possible biases, all interview notes were processed and converted into “write ups” by typing
immediately after the interview. Therefore, normally only one interview was undertaken each day. At
each prison, the interview was carried out in a private room, and each prisoner had ample
opportunity to have explained to them the nature of the interview process. The participant informa-
tion sheet and informed consent form for participation in the research that explains fully the rights
of the prisoner, informs the prisoner about the concept and aim of the research, and seeks her
consent for participation were designed. These documents were designed, after seeking advice from
the Ethics Committee, to deal with the ethical research issues.

Findings

The narratives of the participants

In this section, without in any way seeking to justify what they did, I will summarize and reflect on
some of the narratives of the participants in accordance with their own words. In the next section, I
will discuss and explain women’s involvement in honor killings in light of my findings.

7These questions were “What has been the attitude towards you of people in your community before and after the offence? Tell
me about your relationship with the victim over time, and in the period which led up to the killing? Can you explain how you
felt about committing the offence? Were there any remedies other than killing?”
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In this context, the first case is the case of Zeynep. As will be explained below, among five cases in
my sample, in terms of the relationship between the victim and the perpetrator and the perpetrator’s
role in the murder, only this case shows similarities with the published data. In that case, Zeynep was
16 years old at the time of the murder and, along with her mother, father, and elder brother, she
killed her elder sister, who was promiscuous and got pregnant out of wedlock. In that case, her
mother and Zeynep actively took part in killing Zeynep’s elder sister by strangling her, while Zeynep’s
father and elder brother were waiting outside to bury the dead body as planned. However, they were
found guilty of murder too, as they incited the murder.

In the interview Zeynep said:

‘My sister was married but it did not go well. They had problems, her husband used to beat her. So, she divorced.
After her divorce, she started to live with us but during her stay she started to run away from home. Running away
was her habit. On one occasion, she run away again to a man. But, soon after, that man sent back my sister to our
family home by claiming that she had got pregnant before they started to live together. We did not accept her, and
she left home again. After this incident my uncles started to pressurize my father and threaten him. One day, my
father sent my mother and the wife of my brother away from home and told me that “she stained our honor” and
asked me to phone her and persuade her to come home, so that she would be killed. I did not want to do that. My
uncles and father threatened and beat me and forced me to do that. For six or seven years, my family and I suffered
from her faults and we had to deal with insults and mistreatment coming from people.

I remember on one occasion I tried to help a boy who fell over after a driver hit and ran. He said “do not
touch me, you are dishonorable, your sister is dishonorable too”. Even my girlfriends stopped talking with me,
they did not talk with me as they used to. When I tried to talk with them, they insisted that we should not be
seen together. If we are seen together people will call them dishonorable too. They said “your sister is involved
in dishonorable conduct and she is dishonorable. Our family will get angry, if they see us together.’

Later she said that she regretted losing her sister. Although she found it difficult to talk and cried,
she managed to express her feelings as follows:

‘My relationship with my sister was actually very good. We used to talk, walk and hang around and go on
outings together. We used to talk about love, intimacy and girly things you know… But she started to be
disobedient, hang around with men, and have sexual intercourse. But I used to love her most and I love her
more than anybody and anything. If anything scratched her body, I would feel that as if I was wounded and
killed she had the same feelings about me.’ (Zeynep, age 18) 8

The second case is that of Didem who killed her baby as soon as she gave birth and was found guilty
of infanticide for cause of honor and received a 3 years and 4 months prison sentence in accordance
with the Article 453 of Turkish Penal Code 765, which was later abolished on June 1, 2005.9

In that case, Didem was a 21-year old university student at the time of the offence. She got pregnant
by her boyfriend who was also a student at the same university. When she realized her pregnancy, she
was about 4 months pregnant, which was beyond the legal limit for an abortion. So, she concealed her
pregnancy by wearing loose clothes, and tried to find out whether her father would permit her to marry
her boyfriend. When she told her Sunni father and mother that she had a boyfriend from a different
religious sect which is Alevi, and wanted to marry her, her father objected to it. As Didem could not
persuade her family about marriage, she could not find a way out of her problem and she decided to
save herself from the baby one way or another. She gave birth in the bathroom and took the baby out
and abandoned the baby in the bushes on a freezing day of January 2005. When she came back home,
she suffered from pain and fainted. Her mother found her unconscious, lying in a pool of blood, and
took her to the hospital. In the hospital Didem confessed that she gave birth and left the baby in the
bushes. The baby died because of low body temperature and asphyxia.

In the interview Didem said:

8The interviewee’s age refers to age at the time of the interview.
9Note that there is no provision in the current Turkish Penal Code (5237) regulating the crime of infanticide for cause of honor and
it does not differentiate between infanticide and other forms of homicide. Article 82/1-d of the Turkish Penal Code now
stipulates that such killings have to be considered as a case of aggravated homicide and the perpetrator must be sentenced to
life imprisonment. The provision of the former Turkish Penal Code (765), which was abolished on 1st June 2005 and regulated
the crime and defense of infanticide for cause of honor, was only available for the mother, not other members of the family.
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‘Only my boyfriend knew that I was pregnant. My father objected to the idea of marriage without knowing that
I was pregnant; and my boyfriend was reluctant to run away and take me to his family without a proper
marriage and wedding. My boyfriend’s family did not want to come to arrange marriage for fear of being
rejected and dishonored by my family. They wanted to be sure that the marriage would go through… Actually,
I was planning to save myself from the baby, the idea of killing was in my mind but I never planned how to
kill… I do not remember how it happened, and exactly what I told the police in the hospital. I only remember
that I took the baby out. But, I cannot remember the rest of it…’ (Didem, age 24)

In another case, which does not show similarity with the published data, Canan, who was 42 years
old at the time of the murder, killed one of her distant relatives who had raped her. She did this for
her honor and the honor of her husband.

In the interview she said:

‘By using a knife, he raped me and he kept insisting on me running away with him. After the rape, I did not
think of anything. Everything was finished for me there. I considered myself a dead person. It would have been
better for me if he had killed me after the rape. When he kept insisting, I told him that I would run away with
him, but he should let me change my clothes. He accepted. I went to my bedroom and took the pistol left by my
grandfather that I always kept beneath our bed. I shot him four times. Then, I was going to commit suicide.
But, there was no bullet in the pistol. So, I decided to commit suicide by taking some pain killers and aspirin. I
took almost more than 20 tablets. But, it did not have any adverse effect on me. On the contrary, it made me
calm. I put my sheep and cows out to pasture. Half an hour later my daughter-in-law and my husband came.
We called the police and they took me to the station.’ (Canan, age 44)

As shown, after the murder, Canan could not think of asking somebody to go to the police, or
phoning the police.When she said that what kept her alive in prison was her husband’s love and support,
I questioned her further on this issue in the following terms and, at the end, Canan burst into tears.

I- You said ‘your husband always trusted and loved you’. So, after the rape and even running
away with that man you could easily have convinced your husband that you did not have any affair
with that man and that he raped you. Why did you put yourself in trouble? Police could have
arrested him.

C- You think that everything will be the same after this incident don’t you? After this, how can I
look again at the faces of my sons and daughter- in-law? It is not easy. It would have been better for
me, if he had killed me. I wish he had killed me.’

The fourth case is the case of Sibel. In that case, Sibel, who was 20 years old at the time of the
murder, killed one of her distant relatives who had raped her and continued to sexually harass her
when her husband was in prison. When he attempted to harass her in a crowded market street of the
city, Sibel killed him by shooting him in front of her three-year old child and, according to the court
ruling, she shouted: ‘I cleansed my honor’. Police immediately arrested her.

In the interview Sibel said:

‘As he [the victim] continued to sexually harass me, people started to treat me differently. They did not believe
that I was raped. I felt as if I was excluded… OK, they used to talk with me but, when I turned my back they
used to gossip behind me about my infidelity. Many people started to believe that I betrayed my husband when
he was in prison…One day, he threatened me and said “there is nobody left to protect you, be my woman,
eventually I will have you”. So, I started to shoot him with the gun that I used to carry to protect myself. I shot
randomly. I just shot. One bullet hit his chest and he died. We were in the market and police were around and
they took me to the station.’ (Sibel, age 23)

Finally in the case of Fatma, Fatma was a 38-year old farm worker at the time of the murder and,
along with her husband, she killed her former employer, as he always harassed her by explicitly saying
‘You will be my woman; I will take you from your husband’. Fatma killed her former employer by
hitting him with an iron water pipe when her husband was struggling to kill him with a knife.

In the interview she said:

‘My husband was an irresponsible person. He was a sort of alcoholic and not brave at all. I had to deal with that
man (the victim) all on my own for a long time. We even thought to move from our town, because of that man.
But, there was no way to save ourselves from people’s gossip that I had an affair with him… Because of his

DEVIANT BEHAVIOR 7

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

19
3.

10
4.

12
4.

13
5]

 a
t 0

6:
13

 0
4 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
18

 



continuous harassment, my mother-in-law sometimes was staying with me to protect me. I always prayed to
God either to kill me, or him, that would save me. I always kept a box of rat poison at my home. If he touched
me, I was going to commit suicide… After killing we changed our clothes and went to the police station to turn
ourselves in to the police.’ (Fatma, age 43)

Having summarized their narratives, in order to better explain women’s involvement in honor
killings, I now wish to note some of my main findings that are different from the published data,
then I turn to discuss the conceptualization of women’s involvement in honor killings.

Differences from the published data

Despite my limited samples, my findings relating to female perpetrators’ profiles are somewhat
different from what the published data suggests. First of all, according to my sample cases, the
relationship of the murderer to the victim is not limited to mothers and sisters. It seems that women
may kill their elder sisters, newborn babies, distant relatives or former employers for their honor and
the honor of the family. Additionally, though some commentators have suggested that young women
who expect marriage and have been rejected by a former lover, may punish (Safilios-Rothschild
1969, pp. 208–210) or kill the ex-lover (Bettiga-Boukerbout 2005, p.236) for honor, no case was
found in the field work in which a woman killed or punished her ex-lover, because as a non-virgin
woman, she has lost her prospect of marriage.

As we can see, contrary to what is suggested by some commentators who argue that women are
often involved in the planning of the murder or cover up afterwards (Korteweg 2012; p. 145; Sen
2005; p.50; Terman 2010; p.9) and contrary to those who argue that if women partake in these
tragedies at all, they are there for tertiary purposes such as providing distraction, or creating a false
sense of hope or safety for the victim, or serving as deceitful witnesses to the crime (Kressel 1981;
Sev’er and Yurdakul 2001; p. 986), my findings show that, if the special circumstances of Zeynep,
who was forced to take part in the murder, is left aside, in the remaining four cases the female
perpetrators were actively involved and took part in honor killings.

Some authors suggest that women by gossip and pressure instigate a chain of events that ends with the
murder (CEWLA 2005; Faqir 2001; Pervizat 2011). However, that is generally the case where the victim is
female and the perpetrator is male (Doğan 2016). When the perpetrator is female, though gossip still
plays an important role in controlling women’s sexual behavior and acts a social control mechanism over
women, it does not act as amain instigating factor. In such cases, even if experienced, gossip only supplies
additional grievance to the principal conduct that the women have experienced and that was regarded as
shameful. As demonstrated by their narratives, in most cases the woman’s reaction to such shameful
conduct, which is killing, mainly arises from a combination of anger, fear, frustration and a sense of
desperation.

So, such circumstances raise the question of whether women really kill for honor. It also raises the
question of whether it is still possible to link the victimization of males in honor killings to
patriarchy, attempts to control women’s sexuality, or performing masculinity. In the following
section, I will discuss these issues in light of my findings.

Discussion

As explained above, when argued, women’s involvement in honor killings has been attempted to
explain with the emphasis on either patriarchy (Begikhani 2005; Pervizat 2011; Pimentel,
Pandijarjian, and Belloque 2005; Sev’er and Yurdakul 2001; Siddiqui 2005) or the concept of
hegemonic masculinity (Anderson 2008; Kersten 1996; Pervizat 2011). With the emphasis on
patriarchy, it has been suggested that even in cases where men are victims, honor killings occur
because the victim is alleged to have ruined a woman’s reputation by reneging on a promise of
marriage, or through an actual or suspected relationship with her (Siddiqui 2005, p. 264). Therefore,
the victimization of both males and females are linked to patriarchal attempts to control women’s
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sexuality (Siddiqui 2005, p.264). As previously argued, since such interpretations fail to grasp the
whole dynamic behind honor killings (Doğan 2013, 2016) patriarchy alone cannot fully explain
women’s involvement in honor killings cases. Consider above reflected cases of Sibel, Fatma and
Canan. In these cases where the victim is a male, and the perpetrator is a female, the violence, surely,
does not result from patriarchal attempts to control women’s sexual behavior. The violence, here,
results from particular circumstances of the female perpetrators and broader cultural norms that
govern a different cultural understanding for the honor of a woman. The killing occurs in response
to aggression, threat and sexual abuse in forms of rape or harassment by the male victim. In these
cases, the main motive of the female perpetrator is to protect her honor, or the honor of her husband
or family, but also the perpetrator is in fear of serious violence such as further sexual harassment or
rape from the male victim. So, in these cases, though the violence seems to be related to the culture
of controlling women’s sexual behavior and the perpetrators mainly resisted violent attempts by men
to seize or control their sexuality, the violence is not directly caused by patriarchal attempts to
control women’s sexual behavior. That is why, in these cases, the violence has little to do with
patriarchal attempts to control women’s sexual behavior.

When refuting and avoiding such explanations that emphasize the role of patriarchy in women’s
involvement in honour killing, however, I do not disregard the role of gender regime or gender
norms that regulate women’s relationship with men, their sexuality and social life. Indeed, in the
communities where honor killings tend to occur, the concept of honor that inspires violence, itself, is
shaped and constructed by a gender specific formula, and needless to say, this gender specific
conceptualization of honor has created an environment conducive for men to sustain patriarchal
values and construct their masculine identities through the practice of violence (Anderson and
Umberson 2001; Levitt, Swanger, and Butler 2008).

In this context, the concept of honor that inspires violence has a gender-specific and collective
aspect, and it mainly emanates from the assumption that a man’s honor not only depends on his
own conduct but is also dependent on the proper behavior of his female relatives and the members
of his family or group (Doğan 2014a). So, as long as the honor of the group or community is not
affected by the shameful and dishonorable conduct, the community or group does not necessarily
expect retaliation or require killing or violence in return. This perception is not only common in
Muslim and Arab societies but is also found in Western societies such as Spain, Greece, and Italy
(Bettiga-Boukerbout 2005; Safilios-Rothschild 1969).

Despite such qualitative differences, scholars who tend to explain women’s involvement in honour
killings with patriarchy assert strongly that “honor is a personal and private attribute of one individual”
(Pimentel, Pandijarjian, and Belloque 2005, p.254) and that the honour of the group or the family is not
affected by the shameful and dishonourable conduct of this individual. That is why the concept of
patriarchy provides only “a very partial fit” to women’s involvement in honour killings. Indeed, in the
West, the locus of honor has shifted from the traditional extended family to the individual man and has
been isolated from the larger societal context which helps to explain the community’s role in honor
killings (Baker, Gregware, and Cassidy 1999). However, the concept of honor, here, has a different
meaning than this new individual honor system, reputation, or prestige. Here, the concept of honor is
not necessarily associated with rank or social status and it cannot be gained through personal action. It
can only be maintained, or lost; and “it can only be lost by the failure of its owner to protect it” (Elster
1990, p.868). Seen from this perspective, it is safe to say that there is a reluctance to explain the concept
of honor and honor killings in terms of its collective dimensions. The reluctance, here, is in part
motivated by concerns that this stigmatizes whole societies where honor killings tend to occur as
“backward and barbaric”, thus emphasizing the “otherness” of non-Western societies from an assumed
Western superiority (Oberwittler and Kasselt 2014). However, as the rest of this section attempts to
illustrate, without larger societal context which requires contextual analyses and to reflect what was
felt, lived, or experienced by the female perpetrators in such cases, patriarchy alone cannot fully explain
women’s involvement in honor killings.
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In fact, prominent scholars of femicide and violence against women made similar warnings
(Messerschmidt, 2017; Shalhoub-Kevorkian, 2003) For instance, Shalhoub-Kevorkian warns against
explaining “female abuse” as a direct result of male/female binary or patriarchy and call for
contextual analyses. According to Shalhoub-Kevorkian, “gender oppression does not just refer to
the binary relations between men and women, or the causal relations between patriarchy and female
abuse, but constitute the central social dynamic of the world that recreates, maintains, and justifies a
pervasive, inhumane social abuse” (2003, pp.581–582).

Similarly by emphasizing the deterministic character of such perspectives which argue that the
action results directly from the structural system of patriarchy and individuals display little or no
agency, Messerschmidt points out that such perspectives fail to account for the intentions of actors
and for how social action is a meaningful construct in itself (2017, p. 71). People in whatever culture
or communities they are formed, in general, have a choice and they have agency. In the communities
where honor killings tend to occur, people also have a choice. But in order to know which choices
were available, we need to know the particular circumstances, context, and factors that precede
before honor killing and that are far more significant than the act of killing itself.

Thus, in above reflected cases of Sibel, Fatma, and Canan, after they have exhausted all available
sources of assistance, the perpetrators stood up and resisted violent attempts by men to seize or control
their sexuality. Similarly, in the case ofDidem, as Didem could not persuade her family about marriage,
she decided to save herself from the baby one way or another. Moreover, in these four cases, the
violence did not result directly from the structural system of patriarchy. In these cases, the violence
mainly resulted from particular circumstances of the female perpetrators, broader social context and
cultural norms that govern a different cultural understanding for the honor of a woman. The killing
occurred in response to fear of exclusion, aggression, threat, and sexual abuse in forms of rape or
harassment by the male victim. As seen, however, such structured, somewhat mono-causal, explana-
tions based on patriarchy do not aid us in better understanding the personal circumstances of the
perpetrator, her experiences prior to the killing, and what choices or alternatives were available to her.
By ignoring such accounts it is perhaps inevitable that a stereotype has been created for female
perpetrators of honor killings in which women are regarded as those who display little agency and
partake in these crimes for tertiary purposes such as providing distraction, or creating a false sense of
hope or safety for the victim, or serving as deceitful witnesses to the crime. However, as explained, my
findings show that, if the special circumstances of Zeynep, who was forced to take part in the murder, is
left aside, in the remaining four cases the female perpetrators do not fall into such a stereotype.

There are also commentators (Anderson 2008; Kersten 1996) who have linked the victimization of
males and females in honor killings to performing masculinity. In this context, it has been argued
that in any society different forms of masculine identities co-exist in a pattern of hierarchies
according to the value that the society accords them. Therefore, the hegemonic masculinity that is
a dominant and culturally exalted form of masculinity, and which describes the characteristics of an
ideal man, subordinates all femininities and other masculinities, such as homosexual masculinity,
which are less valued. Where norms of masculinity prescribe the use of violence as an expression of
domination, performing masculinity can manifest in acts of violence against women and homosexual
men. However, those who claim that performing masculinity should be seen as a crucial factor
behind violence do not deny the role of broader cultural norms and accept that expression of power
and domination vary according to the norms of masculinity in each socio-cultural context
(Anderson 2008; pp.174, 180; Kersten 1996).

In spite of what these commentators have suggested, my sample cases show that honor killing
cases cannot be fully explained with reference to hegemonic masculinity and women’s involvement
in honor killings cannot be linked to performing masculinity or the achievement of hegemonic
masculinity. First of all, apart from Fatma, none of the participants in their interviews used words or
expressions such as manliness, masculinities, or characteristics that an ideal man should have. They
did not even make an oblique reference to such words. Only Fatma when giving her account said
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“My husband was an irresponsible person. He was a sort of alcoholic and not brave at all. He did
not have any strength, and he would not react as a man must react. I had to deal with that man (the
victim) all on my own for a long time.… I could not sleep during a year before killing him”

However, it appears that when Fatma voiced her opinion by referring to characteristics that an ideal
honorableman should have, on the one hand she was trying to reflect that the situation that shemet did not
leave her any choice apart from killing, and on the other hand she was referring to some element of blame
on the part of her husband who was traditionally responsible for protecting her and family honour.

As Rita James Simon (1975) argued, women commit violent crimes not because they took formerly
masculine qualities rather because they encountered a much wider variety of opportunities and
situation to commit crime when they moved out of traditional home-bound roles. When considered
that Fatma was a farm worker and killed her former employer, Sibel was a peddler and committed
murder in a crowdedmarket street of the city, and finallyDidemwas a university student and killed her
baby whose father was also a student at the same university, this interpretation is pretty much fit for
them. Thus, it appears from the account of interviewees that they did not kill just because they
performed masculinity or took masculine qualities, rather they killed because the situation that they
met did not leave them any choice apart from killing or that choices were very limited

For instance Zeynep said:

‘I did not want to do that. My uncles and father threatened and beat me and forced me to do that. For six or
seven years, my family and I suffered from her faults and we had to deal with insults and mistreatment coming
from people.’

Didem said:

‘We were both students and did not have sufficient means to live without our families’ support. So, it was totally
left to me to decide what to do with the baby.’

Sibel said:

‘As he [the victim] continued to sexually harass me, people started to treat me differently. They started to treat
me as if I was a tart and infidel to my husband; and it was me who should be blamed for what had happened.
One day, he threatened me and said ‘there is nobody left to protect you, be my woman, eventually I will have
you’. So, I started to shoot him with the gun… I just shot.’

Finally Canan said:

‘After the rape, I did not think of anything. Everything was finished for me there. I neither thought of whether
my husband would divorce me, or whether my three sons would believe that I was raped.’

Furthermore, if women’s involvement in honor killings is going to be linked to performing
masculinity or the achievement of hegemonic masculinity, “the achievement of hegemonic mascu-
linity occurs largely through discursive legitimation (or justification), encouraging all to consent to,
and unite around” (Messerschmidt 2017, p.72) desirable qualities. This means that in case of a
dishonorable conduct, the achievement of hegemonic masculinity requires to internalize the norma-
tive principle that the right to claim honor requires killing or violence in return, and therefore, act or
think in accordance with this principle without judging its propriety or justifiability. However, in my
sample cases, all participant did not fully internalize and unite around this normative principle. In
this context, only Canan seems to have fully internalized this masculine normative principle and still
hold the same belief that what she did was the right thing to do in her circumstances. Thus she said:

‘I was happy with my husband. I have lost this happiness now. But, if I met the same situation again that I met
before, if somebody raped me after my release I would kill again.’

However, other participants expressed their regret about committing the offence for various
reasons. For instance Fatma said:

‘I regret committing the offence and committing a sin in the eyes of God. When I pray, I pray God to forgive
him (the victim) too for his sins that he committed.’
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Zeynep said:

‘There is a saying which says that your sister means the half of your mother. It is right. Whenever I remember
her, I remember her in a way that reminds me of our good and happy days together. No matter what she did,
she is still the most precious thing for me.’

Didem said:

‘Giving the baby to an orphanage soon after birth or arranging an adoption could have been a remedy. Having
an abortion was not an option. It was too late for an abortion.’

Sibel said:

‘I regret seeing what happened to my family and children after the offence. It is a sin to kill somebody.’

Apart from what I have discussed above in light of my sample cases, the concept of hegemonic
masculinity, in my view, suggests a holistic understanding of gender hierarchy which imposes some-
how vague or false unity.10 It also does not give due weight to the community’s role in honor killings,
and how the concept of honor and shame traditionally operate in a community. That is why honor
killings cases cannot be fully explained with reference to 11 hegemonic masculinity.

I now turn to discuss whether other theories which conceptualize women’s crime or female-
perpetrated intimate partner homicide can offer any explanation for women’s involvement in honor
killings. Because my data and above reflected narratives seem to represent and suggest that at least
some women who committed murder to protect their honor, the honor of the husband, or family
tend to have similar circumstances and experience that women who killed their intimate partners or
spouses have. Seen from this perspective, it is worth interrogating whether the current conceptua-
lization of female-perpetrated homicides provide any fit or offer any explanation for women’s
involvement in honor killings. Though there are many explanatory models that examine female
criminality or women’s crime (Birch (Ed.) 1994; Chesney-Lind 1993, 1997; Ogle, Maier-Katkin, and
Bernard 1995; Simpson 1991), due to the scope and purpose of this paper, I will concentrate on
Black’s theory of crime as social control (1983) and Quinney’s peacemaking approach (2000). Then, I
will conclude my analysis by discussing whether the concept of social death12 is useful to explain
women’s involvement in honor killings.

Black’s theory of crime as social control

According to Black, most intentional homicide in modern life occurs as a response to conduct that
the perpetrator regards as deviant. Therefore, they can be classified as a form of “self-help” social
control, even if it is handled by legal officers as crime (1983, p.36). Moreover, the homicide, as an act
of self-help social control, is most likely to occur in settings where law is relatively unavailable to the
parties in conflict (Black 1983, p.41). So, intimate partner homicide cases occurring in intimate
relationships represent typical examples of such a stateless setting (Gauthier and Bankston 2004,
p.99). “People in intimate relationships… find that legal officials are relatively unconcerned about
their conflicts, particularly if they occur in private and do not disturb anyone else” (Black 1983,
p. 41). Thus, scholars who use Black’s theory suggest that “the tendency of females and males to kill a
partner should be understood as often involving self-help social control, though the motivations to
exercise it vary by gender” (Peterson 1999; Gauthier and Bankston 2004; p.99).

This conceptualization seems to be invalid in the case of Zeynep. However, in terms of setting in
which the murder takes place, it seems that this conceptualization can be applied to the cases of Sibel,
Fatma, and Canan, though they did not kill their intimate partners. This point is, to a certain extent,

10For further discussion see Hearn (2012).
11For similar arguments see Baker, Gregware, and Cassidy (1999).
12I wish to express my regret for my late discovery of the concept of social death. If included, it could have potentially improved
the quality of my previous works.
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supported by the ruling of European Court of Human Rights in Opuz v Turkey. In this ruling, the
court criticized Turkey for its judicial passivity in the context of violence against women by noting
that when victims report domestic violence to police stations, police officers consider the problem as
a “family matter with which they cannot interfere” and do not investigate their complaints. Instead,
they seek to assume the role of mediator by trying to convince the victims to return home and drop
their complaint.13

In these three cases, where the intervention of the State is perceived to be relatively ineffective and
undue, the perpetrators hold the belief that in such situations killing is almost inevitable and is the
only solution for their problem and the killing occurs as a response to the victim’s deviant conduct.
In these three cases, it could be said that the community, and the abusive male victims, were
physically, socially, and emotionally in a more powerful situation than the perpetrator, and that there
was no available support in the community and nowhere else to turn. Under these circumstances
where the perpetrator needs to make a choice between law and self-help, she might employ self-help
by killing. For instance Fatma said:

‘There was no way to save ourselves from his continuous harassment. Because of his continuous harassment,
my mother-in-law sometimes was staying with me to protect me. I always prayed to God either to kill me, or
him, that would save me. I always kept a box of rat poison at my home. If he touched me, I was going to
commit suicide.’

However, it seems that the infanticide case provided above, cannot be explained with this theory.
Though, the circumstances of the perpetrator, Didem, in terms of mental health, economic stability,
and financial support, are similar to neonaticide cases reflected by Oberman (1996, pp.53–64) here,
the infant, or in medical terms, neonate, as a victim did not commit any deviant conduct. Similarly,
the grievance which Didem had, did not mainly emanate from the infant. It emanated from the
approach of her family and boyfriend. But the infant, itself, was the proof of deviant and dishon-
orable conduct that she has committed. Therefore, she killed the infant in order to conceal her
dishonorable conduct. Thus Didem said:

During my pregnancy, I always thought what my family, the neighbors or relatives would say after hearing this,
or what I would do if they realized that I was pregnant… We were both students and did not have sufficient
means to live without our families’ support… and it was too late for an abortion. So, it was totally left to me to
decide what to do with the baby…

As seen Didem explained that choices were very limited in her case, and the situation that she met
did not leave her any choice apart from killing.

As suggested by many male and female perpetrators of honor killings (Doğan 2014a, 2016), for
Didem, the reason behind feeling dishonored rests on the suspicion or fear that the community,
sooner or later, is going to learn that she has been dishonored and she will be forced to recognize
that she has been dishonored. As seen, though the intervention of the third party on community or
state level was regarded as ineffective by Didem, she did not mainly act to save herself from the
infant’s deviant act which was simply to be born. Instead, by killing and disposing of the main
evidence of her conduct, Didem acted for the fear that she would experience social rejection or
condemnation, or perhaps for the fear that she would be killed by her family to protect their honor.
Therefore, the circumstances of this case seem to fall outside the scope of Black’s theory of homicide,
as an act of self-help.

Quinney’s peacemaking approach

Quinney (2000) also explores the homicidal behavior of women. In his peacemaking approach to the
study of women’s crime, he underlines that a special attention should be given to events prior to the
act of crime. According to Quinney (2000), the crime results from factors that are out of the control

13Opuz v. Turkey App. No. 33401/02, Eur. Ct. H.R. (9th June 2009). para. 92, 96, 102, 195.
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of the individual and it is produced by human suffering. In this context, women’s crime is a
reflection of social injustice and it is grounded in exploitation, oppression, abuse, or poverty.

However, this argument can only be valid again in the cases of Sibel, Fatma, and Canan. In these
three cases, there was an inseparable relationship between the victim and the abuse. In the case of
Didem who killed her baby as soon as she gave birth, and in the case of Zeynep who took part killing
her elder sister, though there was an exploitation, it was not the victims who were exploiting or
abusing the perpetrator. And it is hard to say that there was an inseparable relationship between the
victim and the abuse or main factors that forced the perpetrators to kill. In the case of Didem, the
main factor behind the murder was the suspicion or fear that the community, sooner or later, is
going to learn that she has been dishonored. So, instead of being forced to recognize that she has
been dishonored which is equal to loss of life, Didem killed the infant which was the main evidence
of the dishonor, and the infant had nothing to with exploitation or abuse. Similarly, in the case of
Zeynep, what forced Zeynep to kill, was the escalating effect of continued insult, taunting, belittling,
exclusion, and explicit and implicit family and social pressure. However, all of such abuse and
mistreatment occurred beyond the control of the victim.

In all five cases, Quinney’s (2000) argument is valid in terms of suffering. Sibel and Fatma suffered
from ill-treatment, sexual abuse, and violence by the abusive victim for a considerable amount of time,
and Cananmentally and physically suffered from the rape by the victim. Without considerable outside
assistance, Didem suffered from depression and stress, and Zeynep and her family suffered from
continued insult, taunting, belittling, exclusion, and explicit or implicit pressure from the community,
or extended family members, to restore family honor. Thus Zeynep said in the interview:

‘My uncles were persistently saying to my father that he must leave. They were even threatening him by saying
that you and your family must leave. If you do not leave, kill your daughter or we will kill either you or your
daughter. We tried to leave, and sell our land and house. But nobody bought it. We did not have relatives in any
other places and we did not have sufficient income or means to live in other places. Many times my father told
my sister ‘I give you money go and find a shelter house, as long as you stay here we cannot walk with our head
held high among people and we cannot look at face of the people’. But she did not listen to him and did not go.’

As I previously argued in details (Doğan 2014a, 2016) and as shown by the narratives of Didem
and Canan, for some perpetrators of honor killings, the concept of honor has a fragile quality that
may easily be lost. The fragile quality that honor possesses is so great that a person can feel himself to
be dishonored even if the dishonorable act is not generally known. The reason behind feeling
dishonored rests upon the suspicion or fear that the community, sooner or later, is going to learn
that s/he has been dishonored. So, if there is a way to escape from the publicity of dishonorable
conduct, there may still be an alternative to restore honor without seeking violence. However, the
concept of shame, that is closely associated with the concept of honor, and that makes a person
“sensitive to the judgments of others” (Campbell 1992, p.131), does not always permit a person to
restore honor without seeking violence, even if the dishonorable act is not generally known, or is
based on a mere suspicion. This characteristic of honor was voiced by Canan. By using the analogy
of glass, she asserted strongly that:

Look, if a glass is broken, it cannot be full again. After this incident I feel that some part of my body is missing. I am
not the same person. After this, how can I look again at the faces of my sons and daughter- in-law? It is not easy.

As seen, it is the combination of this perception of honor and shame that provides an environ-
ment conducive for the perpetrators to perceive that the loss of honor is equal to loss of life; and the
person who lost his/her own honor is indeed worthless. S/he should be regarded as dead (Husseini
2009; pp.128, 129; Van Eck 2003; pp.161, 239). The question then arises whether women’s involve-
ment in honor killings can be explained with the extreme form of social rejection that makes the
person who has experienced this consider him/herself as dead. Indeed, the need to integrate the
social psychology of rejection and of emotion with the study of honor has been underscored by other
scholars (Rodriquez Mosquera 2013, p.276). So, in this part of the article, I am going to conclude my
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analysis by discussing whether the concept of social death in which a person gradually removes from
mainstream society can be useful to explain women’s involvement in honor killings.

The concept of social death and honor killings

Although all possible facets of this multifaceted phenomenon have not been fully identified yet, the
social death concept is used when a person/group has experienced extreme and profound loss
(Králová 2015, p.236). Králová (2015) explains that in order to preserve the concept’s theoretical
potential, scholars tend to use it when a person/group has experienced extreme and profound loss,
such as loss of social identity, role, networks and connections (pp.236–237). For instance death
studies and gerontology (Borgstrom 2015; Kellehear 2007; Seale 1998; Sudnow 1967) focus on loss of
role, of social identity, and of social networks; refugee studies examine displacement, social exclu-
sion, loss of citizenship (Kràlovà 2015, pp.236–237). In this context, studies of social death mainly
reveal three underlying notions: a loss of social identity, a loss of social connectedness, and losses
associated with disintegration of the body (Kràlovà 2015, p.235, 237).

It is proposed that to amount to social death, a person’s most or all of his/her social roles, identity
and connections need to cease to exist, or nearly cease to exist as a result of social exclusion,
maltreatment, the withdrawal of legal protection, the withdrawal of community support or support
from those who has close and continuous relationship with the person in question (Biehl 2004;
Kràlovà 2015; pp.242, 243).

This suggests that social death occurs when the value of a person in his own eyes and in the eyes
of the other is profoundly lost. Or it occurs when a person ceases to exist for other people, and at the
same time it ceases to exist for itself, despite the fact s/he is physically alive and not dead yet.14 In all
of these situations, losing social identity, personal value, or withdrawing from the community is not
voluntary and does not result from the personal autonomy or choice. It results from alienation,
social exclusion, and disapproval that the person in question or any person does not want to
experience at all. Such ostracism or exclusion makes the person consider him/herself as dead and
think that ‘when I die, no one will cry’ (Hecht 1998; p.145 cited in Kràlovà 2015; p.238).

Needless to say, such profound loss has adverse impacts on the mental health of the person who
has experienced it. S/he may have a disturbed mind, or experience depression, suicide attempts and
short-term promiscuity (Williams 2007, p.244). As a result of such loss, “fundamental needs of
belonging, self-esteem, control, and meaningful existence are thwarted; sadness and anger increase”
(Williams 2007, p.236). Thus, “the opposite of social death is commonly understood to be a social
existence, a social or meaningful/worthy life” (Králová, 2015, p.244).

Seen from this perspective, the concept seems to be relevant and has a potential to provide a
meaningful explanation for women’s involvement in some honor killing cases. Thus, in terms of
discourse and reasoning, the case of Canan perfectly represents a typical example of this phenom-
enon, though, the lapse of time between the rape and the murder is not long enough to cause a
gradual exclusion or removal from the community. In the interview Canan said:

‘After the rape, I did not think of anything. Everything was finished for me there. I neither thought of whether
my husband would divorce me or whether my three sons would believe that I was raped. I considered myself a
dead person. It would have been better for me, if he had killed me after the rape. I wish he had killed me’

In this case, as a true follower of normative principles of a particular honor culture which
suggest that the loss of honor is equal to loss of life; and the right to claim honor requires
killing in return, Canan is so much concerned with upholding her reputation as a norm
follower. That is why she considered herself as dead after the rape and preferred to die by

14It is reported that a similar notion of absolute loss of a person’s value can be seen in Ancient Roman law, where as a form of
punishment the status of ‘homo sacer’ was imposed on those who had committed a crime (Agamben 1998).
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committing suicide. For the same reason, she still holds the belief that death would be better
for her than life.

When it comes to other perpetrators, they also expressed similar views. For instance, Sibel and
Fatma said that

‘People live for honor’. Your honor is your pride, your glory and praise. You can live on without water or food
but you cannot live on without honor’.

Zeynep expressed that

‘We live for our honor. If we cannot protect our honor why do we live? An honourable woman is a woman who
is not cheeky or impertinent and flirtatious. She is an honest, respectful and dignified woman. A dignified
woman is like a heavy stone so that nobody attempts to move it. It is heavy and strong so that makes people
admire and respect her. It is the same for a man.’

As seen such perceptions equate life with honor, and equate loss of honor with loss of life. As a
result of loss of honor that caused social exclusion, maltreatment, and the withdrawal of community
support, almost all perpetrators have experienced loss of social identity, role, networks and connec-
tions at a profound level. Their social roles, identities and connections ceased to exist or nearly
ceased to exist due to loss of honor and exclusion.

Moreover, as it is the case for those who experience social death, the loss of honor or the fear of
losing honor had adverse impacts on the mental health of the perpetrators in my sample cases. Thus,
some of the behavior shown by perpetrators before and soon after the killing might be regarded as a
sign of poor mental health, and indicate that the perpetrator had a disturbed mind at the time of
killing, even if not to such a degree to describe her as insane, mentally disordered, or suffering from
an abnormality of mental functioning. For instance Didem experienced a significant gap in her
memory or perhaps temporary unconsciousness after delivering and killing the baby. Fatma con-
sidered committing suicide before the murder and Canan tried to commit suicide after the murder
by taking some pain killers and aspirin. After her unsuccessful attempts to commit suicide, Canan
put her sheep and cows out to pasture as if nothing had happened, until her daughter-in-law and her
husband came. She could not think of asking somebody to go to the police, or phoning the police.
Finally, Zeynep still has nightmares and nervous twitches in prison. She said:

‘Sometimes, I see my sister in my dreams and when I wake up and understand that it was a dream, my dream
turns into a nightmare and I have a nervous twitch. In these times, I just wish I could stop time, go backwards
and past and bring our happy days back. So, it is right, people only understand the real value of their loved one
when they lost them.’

All these findings suggest that except the infanticide case, the concept of social death seems to be
relevant and has a potential to provide an explanation for women’s involvement in my sample honor
killing cases. The difficulty in the infanticide case is that as the pregnancy was not known by others,
the perpetrator (Didem) only had the extreme fear of losing honor and she did not experience actual
loss of honor until delivering the baby. So, the concept of social death does not seem to be relevant in
such infanticide cases, unless it is accepted that the concept still preserves its theoretical potential
and can be successfully extended to honor killing cases where there is no actual profound loss of
social role, networks, or connections due to loss of honor, but the perpetrator has a well-founded
fear of having such a profound loss.

Conclusion

The current conceptualization of women involved in honor killings is not completely representative
of all of the cases. First of all, scholars who attempt to explain women’s involvement in honor killings
with patriarchy disregard the collective aspect of the concept of honor and isolate it from the larger
societal context, as if it is ‘a personal and private attribute of one individual’ (Pimentel, Pandijarjian,
and Belloque 2005, p.254) Secondly, by providing such structured, and somewhat mono-causal,
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explanations, these scholars appear to support the view that women’s involvement in honor killing
simply results from patriarchy and that the individual plays little or no agency. This explanation fails
to account for the intentions of actors and for how social action is a meaningful construct in itself
(Messerschmidth 2017, p.71). Moreover, such explanations do not aid us in better understanding the
personal circumstances of the perpetrator, her experiences prior to the killing, and what choices or
alternatives were available to her.

When it comes to commentators (Anderson 2008; Kersten 1996; Pervizat 2011) who have linked
the victimization of males and females in honor killings to performing masculinity or the achieve-
ment of hegemonic masculinity, these commentators fail to pay proper attention to the fact that in
the context of honor killing, the achievement of hegemonic masculinity requires women to inter-
nalize the normative principle that the right to claim honor requires killing or violence in return.
However, as this article demonstrates, in the context of honor killings, women do not necessarily
need to internalize fully this principle or take masculine qualities to commit such violent crimes.
They commit such violent crimes because their particular situation and circumstances do not leave
them any choice apart from killing.

As illustrated by other commentators in the context of other types of female-perpetrated
homicides (Silverman and Kennedy 1988, p.123) women’s involvement in honor killings cannot
be explained exclusively with such mono-causal explanations based on patriarchy or hegemonic
masculinity. Trying to impose such mono-causal explanations to such complicated and culturally
motivated killings inevitably ignores the whole dynamic behind honor killings and, needless to say,
will likely promote stereotypical representations of female perpetrators. As seen, such stereotypes
often portray female perpetrators as those who perform masculine qualities by internalizing sexist or
tribal code of behavior or as those who do not play a very active role in these crimes. Thus, the
findings of this article demonstrate that the concept of social death and other explanatory models
which examine female criminality such as Black’s theory of crime as social control (1983) and
Quinney’s peacemaking approach (2000), provide a better fit than current conceptualizations of
women who killed in the name of honor.

The accurate portrayal of women’s involvement in such killings requires a broader understanding
of particular circumstances of the female perpetrators, the whole dynamic behind honor killings, and
of the particular relationship between victim and the perpetrator. What may not be fully understood,
in female-perpetrated honor killing cases, are certain power inequalities in the perpetrator’s relation-
ship with others and the victim. Despite its limited samples, this article has made an original
contribution to the literature on female perpetrators of honor killings and provided a more accurate
portrayal of women’s involvement in such killings by reflecting on their own narratives.

In order to construct reality more fully, particular attention needs to be given to events prior
to the murder (Quinney 2000, p.21) and to broader cultural norms that govern a different
cultural understanding for the honor of a woman. Only this nuanced and, to some extent,
individualized consideration can provide an explanatory model for the honor killing cases that
I have discussed, and it is necessary to counterbalance the stereotypical assumptions against such
perpetrators.
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