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Abstract: Violence is a dynamic event, not a static state. The cause of violence,
therefore, cannot lie in static variables such as individual propensities (eg self-control)
or aggregate properties (eg inequality). But what changes cause violence? A new
theory developed by Donald Black traces violent acts to movements of social time.
Social time moves when actors’ statuses rise or fall (vertical time), when relationships
increase or decrease in intimacy (relational time), and when cultural diversity expands
or contracts (cultural time). The present paper applies the new theory to one particu-
lar type of violence – that committed in the name of family honour. Typically perpe-
trated by men against their female relatives, family honour violence is triggered by
several movements of social time, but particularly vertical time, in the form of chal-
lenges from below by women seeking to make independent lifestyle decisions.
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Introduction

The central question in the study of violence seems clear: what causes violence?
Unfortunately, the answer to the question is not clear. Theories locate the
causes of violence variously, in the body (biology), the mind (psychology), or
the society (sociology). Other theories favour combinational causes, such as the
body and mind (evolutionary psychology), the body and society (biosocial
explanations) or, very commonly, the mind and the society (social psychology).
Together, these theories help to explain a considerable amount of variation
in violent behaviour across individuals, groups and societies. Yet they suffer
from a simple but critical logical problem: their causes are static while violence
is dynamic (conduct changes from non-violence to violence). A static variable
cannot cause a dynamic event such as a beating, lynching, rape, or war (Black,
2011, 2015). Genes, personalities or structural variables (eg inequality) may be
important background conditions, but they do not and cannot explain why a
given act of violence occurs. For violence to take place, something must
change.

Consider, for example, family honour violence (hereafter simply ‘honour
violence’). Found in communities from North Africa through the Middle East
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to south-east Asia, honour violence is typically committed against women by
their male relatives (fathers, brothers, cousins, uncles) for bringing the family’s
good name into disrepute usually, though not exclusively, through sex before or
outside marriage.1 For instance:

Güldünya Tören, 22, an unmarried woman from a large family in southeastern
Turkey, became pregnant by a married man who refused to marry her. On learning of
her condition, Güldünya’s family locked her in a room before deciding to send her
away to her uncle in Istanbul. An older brother followed her to the city, and attempted
to strangle her. Güldünya took refuge with an imam and his family. After her son was
born she gave him up for adoption. Her brother then returned and took her away,
ostensibly to visit their aunt. Once they had left the house, a second brother appeared
and shot Güldünya. As she lay in hospital recovering from her wounds Güldünya was
shot by the second brother, again. She was pronounced brain dead. Two days, later
her family cut off life support. (Pope, 2012: 189–191)

A UN estimate puts the number of women killed annually for reasons of honour
at 5,000 (UNFPA, 2000). Regardless of the accuracy of that estimate, it is clear
that a large number of women (and some men) are beaten and killed every year
both in traditional honour communities and among their emigrants in Western
countries.

The most commonly cited cause of honour violence is patriarchy (Kulczycki
and Windle, 2011). Settings in which honour violence occurs have starkly
unequal gender arrangements, and the violence is typically seen as a mechanism
for the perpetuation of male dominance: beat or kill one woman and ten others
will be cowed into submissiveness (see Sev’er and Yurdakul, 2001). But while
patriarchy is clearly central to honour violence, helping to account, for instance,
for the distribution of honour violence across countries, it cannot explain the
cause of particular instances of such violence. Patriarchy is a constant; violence
is dynamic. Something must change in order to trigger the attack. Honour
violence thus recapitulates the larger problem of violence causation.

A bold new theory of conflict developed by Donald Black (2011) offers a way
forward. Black’s theory proposes that all conflict has a single fundamental
cause: the movement of social time. Black’s theory has important implications
for the understanding of violence in general. Here I illustrate and apply his
theory to violence by concentrating on the causes and severity of its honour-
related form. To do so, I draw on the considerable though incomplete body of
empirical findings developed in a variety of settings by anthropologists, sociolo-
gists, journalists, human rights workers and others.

Social time

Social time is the dynamic aspect of social space (Black, 2011). Just as physical
time is the fluctuation of physical space (eg the revolution of the earth), so social
time is any fluctuation of social space (Black, 1976). Social time moves when

Mark Cooney

88 The Sociological Review, 62:S2, pp. 87–106 (2014), DOI: 10.1111/1467-954X.12193
© 2014 The Author. Editorial organisation © 2014 The Editorial Board of the Sociological Review



people or groups form or sever relationships, when their fortunes soar or plunge,
when they challenge or resist challenge to authority, when they acquire reputa-
tions for deviance or for virtue, or when they embrace or reject new people,
ideas, religions, art forms, or morals.

Conflict

Conflict – the clash of right and wrong – is an inescapable part of the human
experience. Yet although conflict is universal it is not ubiquitous. The episodic
nature of conflict logically implies that it cannot be triggered by static condi-
tions; something must change (Black, 2011). Change occurs in time, indeed
change is time: social time. Movements of social time are the fundamental cause
of conflict, including violence (Black, 2011). Conflict forges and severs relation-
ships and creates winners and losers: it moves social time and hence causes more
conflict. Conflict is a particular type of social time, moral time.

Although highly diverse, movements of social time can be grouped into three
main types: vertical, relational, and cultural. Vertical time moves when inequal-
ity increases or decreases. Increases in inequality occur because some actors rise
ahead of others or fall below others in hierarchies of wealth, organizational
power, social integration, or moral standing. Decreases in inequality occur
because inferiors rise or superiors fall. Relational time moves when actors
become more or less intimate with one another. Cultural time moves when
cultural diversity increases or decreases (through rejection). The greater and
faster the movement of social time, the greater the conflict it causes. Sudden and
sharp changes in people’s social circumstances produce the most severe clashes
of right and wrong.

Movements of social time depend on what people do, and to whom they do
it. Homicide, for instance, drastically reduces a victim’s ability to earn and
accumulate wealth and, as such, is a large movement of vertical time (Black,
2011). But the killing of a wealthy person is a greater fall in status than the
killing of a poor person, and hence tends to attract more severe sanctions, legal
and popular, all else equal (Black, 1976; Cooney, 2009a).

Theories of violence

The theory of moral time is extremely general, seeking to provide a testable
explanation not just of violence but of the many ways people pursue conflicts
(including running away, negotiating, mobilizing a mediator, calling police,
suing etc.). To accomplish that ambitious goal the theory necessarily deviates
from conventional theories of violence. Such theories typically employ one of
three principal units of analysis: actors, aggregates or events.

Actor theories explain differences among individuals (and groups) in their
propensity to commit violence. They emphasize core characteristics, such as
individuals’ levels of social learning, social control, or self-control. Such char-
acteristics are relatively invariant. Self-control, for example, is a constant, set for
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life, according to the theory, at about age 8–10 (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 2001).
Yet violence is extremely episodic. Even the most violent individuals are violent
only rarely (Collins, 2008). Self-control (and other characteristics of individuals)
helps to explain which actors are likely to be more or less violent at some point
(see Agnew, 2005). But such characteristics cannot explain when actors will be
violent, in what way they will be violent, or against whom they will be violent
(Black, 2004a). Nor can they explain the critical transition from non-violence to
violence – what triggers the violence. When it comes to explaining acts of
violence, actor theories lack both precision and dynamism.

Aggregate theories address violence committed by individual actors but
combined up to the level of a social grouping such as a city, province or
country (see Blau and Blau, 1982; Nisbett and Cohen, 1996). Nominating a
variety of cultural, economic and demographic variables in the ambient social
environment, aggregate theories are valid in that they successfully distinguish
settings with high and low rates of violence (see McCall et al., 2010). But
resource deprivation, percentage divorced, violent values or other aggregated
variables cannot explain acts of violence themselves – who will commit vio-
lence, against whom, when (Black, 2004a). Moreover, those variables are static
and hence cannot account for the movement into violence (Black, 2011). The
percentage of divorced men in a city, for example, does not change nearly
quickly enough to account for the many acts of episodic violence that occur
within the urban area. Like actor theories, aggregate theories are insufficiently
precise and dynamic.

Event theories go to the very heart of violence – the incidents out of which it
arises. Because they zero in on incidents rather than people, groups or aggre-
gates, event theories can overcome the inherent imprecision of actor and aggre-
gate theories – provided they are testable. Full testability requires, however, that
the theories eschew reliance on subjective features of violent incidents – how
they are experienced or evaluated by the situational actor.2 To date, only one
theory does that.

The geometry of violence

Black’s (1976, 1993) earlier work on conflict management provides the first
general, testable theory of violent events. The theory is derived from Black’s
wider perspective known as pure sociology (Black, 1995). Founded on the
premise that social life is a realm of reality independent of biology or psychol-
ogy, pure sociology explains behaviour with its location and direction in social
space, or its social geometry. To discover the geometry of a form of behaviour,
isolate the events from which the behaviour arises. Since most violence is a
response to wrongful conduct by the other party or his or her group, the relevant
event is typically a conflict (Black, 1983). The crucial difference between violent
and non-violent conflicts lies in their social geometry (see Phillips, 2003). The
geometry is known objectively – by the relative position of the parties in multiple
dimensions of social space (Black, 1995). Are the parties equals or unequals?
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Intimates or strangers? Integrated or marginal? Culturally close or culturally
distant? Respectable or deviant in reputation? Each form of violence, moreover,
has its own peculiar social geometry. Terrorism, for instance, occurs when
lower-status groups have long-standing grievances against wealthier and more
powerful groups that are relationally, culturally, and functionally distant yet
physically close (Black, 2004b). Lynching travels downwardly and distantly,
toward those with few or no partisan supporters who have offended higher
status people supported by close and solidary groups of partisans (Senechal de
la Roche, 2004).

Black’s theory is a major advance. It is precise – capable, in principle, of
explaining who commits what type of violence against whom, under what cir-
cumstance. It is testable, eschewing all subjective variables that cannot be meas-
ured. And it is valid: scholars have successfully applied geometrical reasoning to
several forms of violence (apart from terrorism and lynching) including genocide
(Campbell, 2009, 2011), vigilantism and rioting (Senechal de la Roche, 1996),
feuding (Black, 2004a), criminal homicide (Cooney, 1998; Phillips 2003), suicide
(Manning, 2012), intimate partner violence (Baumgartner, 1993), and family
honour violence (Cooney, 2014).

But for all its merits, the theory is incomplete. For one thing, it does not
address the underlying conflict. Holding constant the conduct causing the con-
flict, the theory posits that the conflict will attract violence under particular
geometrical configurations. But why an insult, unpaid debt, act of infidelity or
other conduct triggers conflict in the first place is not explained. Second, while
most violence arises out of conflict, not all does. Black’s earlier theory therefore
does not cover the full range of violent behaviour, in particular, that committed
in the course of other events, such as exploitation (eg robbery). Third, and
perhaps most crucially of all, the theory does not yield a causal explanation. It
does not explain when a non-violent event will transition to a violent event.
Isolating the causes of violence requires more than just a focus on events; it
requires, in addition, a focus on change in events. Static states, even geometrical
ones, cannot explain the eruption of violence.

The cause of violence

The new theory of moral time fills these theoretical gaps, in particular adding the
elusive dynamic element: the event acquires a history (Black, 2011). The theory
begins by reconceptualizing violence itself. The concrete act of violence fades
away (Black, 2011, 2015). Violence becomes a movement of social time. Vio-
lence is primarily a movement of vertical time in that it sharply reduces people’s
ability to survive and prosper, thereby undermining the most basic status of all
– health. Violence simultaneously invades the physical boundaries of another
and, as such, is a movement of relational time.

Violence is not just a movement of social time, however; it is caused by a prior
movement of social time. As social time moves, conflicts emerge. The conflict
may not be with the one who moves social time. Some violence is triggered by an
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event that has little connection to the target of violence or even the group to
which he or she belongs but is rooted instead in the circumstances of the
aggressor’s life (eg a robbery prompted by an addict running out of cash).
Whatever its source, violence, especially lethal violence, represents a high degree
of conflict – a large movement of social time – and is more likely itself to be
caused by substantial movements of social time. Thus, violence is more likely to
be triggered by an assault than an insult (more vertical time), by an extra-marital
sexual relationship than an extra-marital friendship (more relational time), and
by the meeting of radically different than slightly different traditions (more
cultural time) – especially when these changes are sudden rather than gradual,
and continuing rather than occasional.

In sum, like the theory of social geometry, the theory of moral time is general,
testable, parsimonious and precise. But it also offers a radically new conception
of human conduct that purports to explain the critical transition to violence. If
the theory is valid, it should be able to specify the triggers of violence regardless
of the form it assumes – brawling, duelling, feuding, mass shootings and so
forth. Here I invoke the theory in a bid to explain many of the known facts of
one particular type of violence – that committed in the name of family honour.
For while a good deal of empirical information about family honour has accu-
mulated from different communities and countries, no theory yet specifies the
causes of particular instances of violence perpetrated in its name.

Honour violence

Many, perhaps most, incidents of family honour violence never come to the
attention of the police or researchers. But since murders are harder to conceal,
more data are available about lethal honour violence. Drawing on reports
published worldwide in English-language publications of 172 incidents and 230
victims, Chesler (2010) provides the most comprehensive look to date at homi-
cide committed in the name of family honour. Ninety three per cent of the
victims were female. One hundred were killed in Western countries (33 in
North America; 67 in Europe), the remaining 130 in predominately Muslim
countries (eg Pakistan, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Egypt). She estimated that 91 per
cent of the perpetrators were Muslim, 42 per cent killed in collaboration with
someone else, and 66 per cent were members of the woman’s family of origin,
with fathers participating in 37 per cent of the killings. The female victims fell
into two categories: young women with an average age of 17, and older women
with an average age of 36. Younger women were typically killed by their family
of origin, whereas a majority of older women were killed by husbands or
boyfriends, though multiple perpetrators were involved in 30 per cent of their
cases.

Valuable though these data are they do not explain what causes the violence
in the first place. Chesler (2010) reports that 56 per cent of the cases were
motivated by the woman being ‘too Western’ while the remaining 44 per cent
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arose out of sexual impropriety. But why is either type of conduct deviant at all?
A second limitation is that not all honour violations are punished with violence,
let alone lethal violence. Ethnographic research reveals that families employ a
variety of tactics in the face of dishonourable conduct, real or merely alleged (see
Ginat, 1997; van Eck, 2003; Kardam, 2005). These include tolerating, scolding,
threatening, arranging an abortion, sending away to relatives, arranging a mar-
riage, or agreeing to a divorce. Honour violence is just the visible tip of a much
larger mass of honour conflicts.

What triggers honour conflicts? And why do some result in killing? To these
two critical questions existing theories provide no answers (but see Cooney,
2014). The most prominent theories address variation in rates of honour vio-
lence across groupings such as societies and ethnicities. The theories invoke a
range of variables including cultural beliefs and values, corporate family sover-
eignty, and, especially, male supremacy (see Delaney, 1991; King, 2008; Gill
et al., 2012).

Culture, family structure, patriarchy and other such variables possess con-
siderable explanatory power. But because they invoke static variables they
cannot explain the cause of the conflict. And because they are pitched at the
aggregate level they cannot, logically, explain the violent event: why one
honour violation, real or alleged, leads to violence while another does not.3

Even so, they provide the social background against which individual acts of
honour violence take place. Within the broad parameters these factors estab-
lish, social space fluctuates, social time changes. Particular movements of
social time trigger particular acts of honour violence. Consider, first, vertical
time.

Vertical time

Recall that vertical time is any movement up or down a system of stratifica-
tion – a change in social status as measured, for example, by wealth, power
or authority. Vertical time moves when inequality increases (overstratifica-
tion) or decreases (understratification). One type of understratification –
underinferiority – is the central cause of honour violence.

Underinferiority

Underinferiority – the rise of an inferior – is a reliable trigger of conflict in
all societies, particularly when sudden and extreme. A common source of
underinferiority conflict is a challenge from below, any actions that reduce or
eliminate the superiority of higher status actors.4 Upward challenges are highly
risky. Revolutions, actual or attempted, invariably meet with strong, even
savage, resistance from the state, particularly in autocratic regimes. Uprisings by
slaves, peasants, workers, and prisoners and other disturbances of hierarchy
similarly generate swift and severe sanctions. More recently, many societies have
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experienced major upheavals in the wake of movements for racial, gender and
sexual equality. Entrenched systems of privilege do not give up without a fight.

Rebellion occurs at the micro level as well – when somebody questions,
undermines or overthrows the authority of another. Micro-rebellions from
below meet comparably strong resistance from above. To disobey a command-
ing officer is to risk court-martial. To defy a judge is to face jail for contempt of
court. To disrespect a police officer is to invite an arrest or beating. To disobey
a teacher is to earn a trip to the Principal’s office.

An honour offence is a micro-rebellion; honour violence is its quashing
(Black, 2011). The woman’s offence is to make autonomous decisions about
how she will live her life. In so doing, she usurps the right of her family to make
those decisions for her. Her rebellion may take many forms: rejecting the spouse
chosen by her parents, becoming pregnant before marriage, refusing to clean up
after the men of the house, living like a Westerner, or otherwise disobeying her
family. These actions, particularly when done repeatedly, challenge three
entrenched forms of stratification: patriarchy (male rule), corporateness (group
rule), and gerontocracy (elderly rule). Consider each briefly.

Gender stratification is perhaps the most salient sociological feature of
honour conflicts. Wherever such conflicts occur, women invariably occupy a
lower place in the domestic and social hierarchy over the course of their lives.
The very birth of girls is less celebrated than that of boys (see Pope, 2012). As
youngsters, they often receive less food, schooling and parental affection than
their brothers. They are granted less freedom, especially after puberty, when
they become subject to sartorial and behavioural restrictions. Girls, but not
boys, have to veil and conceal their bodily form. While boys are trained to
become heads of households by keeping a close eye on their female siblings, girls
are socialized to provide domestic labour, to marry when told, and to produce
children – especially boys. As adults, women are subject to a sexual double
standard. They are not free to roam in public places. They may not be able to
testify in court or, if they do, their word counts for less (Pope, 2012). The most
prestigious jobs are rarely open to them. And they must be careful not to interact
with unrelated men.

But men are not without restrictions either. Men and women alike ‘owe
allegiance to the family, the community, or the tribe first and foremost, and the
collective interests of the group take precedence over their personal wishes’
(Pope, 2012). Of the groups owed loyalty, the family is the most central.
Honour-sensitive families are typically corporate entities – large, extended, and
centralized.5 They tend to hold land and other resources (eg animals) in
common, are hierarchically organized, and make important decisions collec-
tively – including the decision to eliminate one of their own (see, eg, Payton,
2011). Importantly, they choose the marriage partners of their members. They
act as a unit toward outsiders and outsiders treat their members as parts of a
whole. An offence against one member is therefore an offence against all (see
İnce et al., 2009). And an offence by one member impugns the reputation of the
entire group (see, eg, Abu-Lughod, 1999).
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In honour settings, age is equated with wisdom and power is correspondingly
placed in the hands of older people. The young are subject to the authority of
their elders. Young men must submit to their fathers and uncles. ‘Children have
no right to speak’ a Turkish patriarch told a journalist who notes that he was
‘making it quite clear that he ruled over the fate of his adult sons as well as his
daughters’ (Pope, 2012: 98). A boy is subject to the day-to-day authority of his
father. A girl must primarily obey her mother, a young wife her mother-in-law.
As a woman ages, some of the restrictions of her gender may ease (see Pope,
2012).

A young woman, then, is trebly subordinated. The authority of each form of
stratification is vested in her father and, later, her husband. They are her masters
to whom she must submit.6 She must restrict her movements and carefully
monitor her interactions. She must not stand out or assert herself. She must
freely contribute her labour to the family economy, carrying out whatever
domestic chores are requested of her. She must accept her family’s choice of
marriage partner, whether he is 18 or 80 years old. And she must confine her
sexuality strictly to the marital bed – even a rape may not be excused.

The greater the inequality between the woman and her family the greater the
challenge to family authority any given act of autonomous disobedience repre-
sents and the more severe the response it elicits. The same act of independence
will cause more conflict in a highly patriarchal family than in a mildly patriar-
chal family. In a male-dominant family, merely talking to an unrelated man
might get a woman killed; an out-of-wedlock pregnancy might be ignored in a
more gender-egalitarian family.

The amount of conflict further depends on the nature of her rebellious
conduct. Refusing to cook or clean, for example, is an act of disobedience that
disturbs the normal functioning of a household. Somebody else must perform
the neglected tasks or they will remain undone. Either way, the refusal is a
nuisance. It does not, however, undermine the family’s ability to negotiate its
very future. In particular, her refusal does not usurp family authority. Loss of
virginity, on the other hand, does. Marriage decisions are family decisions. A
woman who sheds her virginity undercuts her family’s ability to determine
whom she will marry and with what family it will be allied – she weakens
family sovereignty (King, 2008). Her family consequently has fewer and less
desirable options when forging future relationships. She has no more right to do
that than a junior diplomat has to sign an international treaty on behalf of his
country.

To act autonomously, then, is to challenge family authority, especially when
done frequently (see Pope, 2012). If others learn of it, the woman’s conduct
becomes even more deviant. The one invariant power a woman has is the power
to stigmatize her family. She cannot add to family honour, but she can subtract
from it (see Hasan, 2002). However, her deviant conduct only reduces the
family’s status if outsiders come to know of it (see Abu-Rabia, 2011). Should the
family manage to conceal the offending conduct, the woman is likely to be
spared. The family’s first response to a breach therefore is often to hush the
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matter up or, if questioned, to dissemble (see Kardam, 2005). Still, mere
rumours of dishonour are harmful (see King, 2008). Hence, the woman’s offence
may be merely alleged rather than actual (Husseini, 2009). Either way, gossip
about the woman constitutes an additional movement of social time:
overstratification, in particular, overinferiority.

Overinferiority

Overinferiority occurs when one actor falls below another in status (Black,
2011: 60). Overinferiority is important in honour conflicts because just as the
woman’s independent conduct raises her status relative to that of her family,
especially its male members, so its public dissemination simultaneously
reduces their status relative to that of other families (Black, 2011). Her gain is
their loss.7

Gossip plays a central role in honour violence (see Glazer and Abu Ras, 1994;
Faqir, 2001; Gill et al., 2012). Communities are close. People are naturally
interested in the lives of their neighbours and routinely share news, exchange
opinions, and pass judgement on one another. The consequences can be socially
toxic, severely stigmatizing the family concerned. Eliminating the subject of the
gossip is one of the few ways the family can reclaim its lost status. An uncle
whose teenage niece was lured back from Sweden and killed in Iraq stated:

‘We couldn’t accept Pela’s behaviour, because it gave the family a bad reputation.
Despite many family meetings, which aimed at dealing with the problem, we weren’t
successful because the victim insisted on carrying on with her bad behaviour.

I am a brother of Pela’s father and I believe in my heart and because of the badness
I saw and the awful things I heard about her in the foreign country, that she deserved
worse than death. This I say because she was ruining the reputation of an old,
honourable family, highly respected among the Kurds’. (quoted in Wikan, 2008: 43)

The loss of honour is palpable, often resulting in shunning. A Turkish farmer
who killed his daughter said,

‘I would not have want [sic] to harm my own child, but I had no choice. Nobody
would buy my produce. I had to make a living for my other children’. (quoted in
Sev’er and Yurdakul, 2001: 990)8

The dishonour is particularly acute for the male members of the family who have
failed to monitor their own. A man who emigrated from Pakistan to Norway
stated in an interview:

‘When a Pakistani woman is raped, she is shamed. This is how a man feels if a woman
in his family has an improper relationship with a man. You feel raped somehow’.
(quoted in Wikan, 2008: 205)

Virginity cases are especially serious because the family loses not just moral
but economic status as well. Virginity is property. It commands a price in the
marriage market in the form of bridewealth paid by the groom and his family.

Mark Cooney

96 The Sociological Review, 62:S2, pp. 87–106 (2014), DOI: 10.1111/1467-954X.12193
© 2014 The Author. Editorial organisation © 2014 The Editorial Board of the Sociological Review



The family, not the bride, receives the bridewealth. Hence, the woman is merely
the custodian of that sexual property; the family is the owner. By losing her
virginity, the woman deprives her family of a valuable economic asset. Conse-
quently, her family becomes downwardly mobile compared to other families
who still have their sexual property or who have exchanged it for material goods
in the marriage market place.

By paying bridewealth the groom acquires ownership of his wife’s sexuality.
She has no right to share his property with another. An affair with another man
is thus another form of theft, depriving the man of the exclusive access to his
wife that he purchased. Hence, she may be punished or even killed.

The family’s loss of status is compounded when the man with whom the
woman has an unauthorized relationship is himself of low status. A downward
relationship (with a lower status man) is more damaging than an upward rela-
tionship (with a higher status man). Thus, her family is more likely to define a
liaison with a man from a poorer, less influential family as dishonourable than
one with a man from a wealthy or powerful family (Chakravarti, 2005; Kardam,
2005; Kressel, 1981).9 A downward relationship is particularly dishonourable if
the woman thereby rejects a high status fiancée chosen by her family (Tintori,
2007). In contrast, the consequences of a higher-status liaison are less serious for
her (Onal, 2008). However, not many wealthy families are likely to welcome a
dishonoured woman from an impoverished family.

Relational and cultural time

Honour offences primarily attract punishment because they move vertical time.
But sometimes they move relational and cultural time as well. When they do,
the conduct is more dishonourable and triggers more severe – more lethal –
punishment.

Overinvolvement and underinvolvement

Relational time is a change in relational distance or intimacy – participation in
the life of another (Black, 1976).10 An increase in intimacy is overintimacy; a
decrease in intimacy is underintimacy (Black, 2011). One type of overintimacy is
overinvolvement, an increase in contact with another.

Overinvolvement is a common source of trouble. An extreme example is rape
– a large and rapid increase in unwanted physical contact, particularly when
committed by a stranger (Black, 2011). Trespassing invades a person’s private
space as well, and is invariably resented. Overstaying one’s welcome at a social
occasion is a minor breach of the same underlying offence – imposing oneself on
others.

Honour conflicts often include some overinvolvement, typically a relation-
ship with another person (usually a man). The more overinvolved the relation-
ship, the graver the violation of honour. It is more serious for a woman to talk
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to than merely look at an unrelated man; more serious for her to touch than
to talk; more serious to touch him repeatedly than just once; more serious to
have sexual intercourse – particularly if she is a virgin – than to embrace, and
more serious to have sexual intercourse serially than singly. To become pregnant
is more serious again, and giving birth to an illegitimate child is still more
serious.

Overinvolvement varies with the prior involvement of the parties. The same
amount of contact travels greater social distance when the parties are strangers.
A woman who takes up with an outsider is therefore at greater risk than one who
takes up with a man from the same village or town (see Blum and Blum, 1965;
Onal, 2008). And a woman who chooses a man from outside her own clan may
be in greater danger as well (see Scott, 2008). By contrast, being linked with a
relationally close man is less likely to be treated as a dishonourable offence
requiring execution (see Ginat, 1997).

Black (2011) argues that intimacy is a zero-sum phenomenon: if A becomes
intimate with C, she draws away from her former intimate, B. Reductions of
involvement – underinvolvement – are a frequent source of human conflict.
Leaving a romantic partner for another person is one of the most common
occasions for homicide everywhere. So too is initiating a sexual affair with
someone not one’s spouse (see Daly and Wilson, 1988). Parents who abandon
their children attract hostility from others. Politicians who switch party evoke
particular ire. And traitors who forsake their country are reviled.

A woman who has an unauthorized relationship with a man does not just
commit overinvolvement but underinvolvement. Her relationship with him
decreases her intimacy with her own family. That relationship has typically been
very intense. In Iraqi Kurdistan, for example:

A typical female lives with family members, never alone. Nor does she travel anywhere
alone, and she is never left home alone. The household members ensure that if she goes
to school or college, she is transported with kin or in an approved manner such as on
a school bus. She does not have a job outside the home or one inside the home that
would require her to receive non-kin visitors. Her social life revolves around the
household, immediate neighbours, and kin. (King, 2008: 320).

The more intimate a woman’s relationship with a man, the greater the reduc-
tion in intimacy with her family. From the family’s point of view, her relation-
ship is a form of desertion. By taking up with him, she is less available to them.
Should the relationship result in her giving birth, her time and attention will be
absorbed even more and her underinvolvement be all the greater.

A woman may also commit the offence of underinvolvement more directly –
by separating from or divorcing her husband (see Black, 2011). Among the
Pakistani Muslim Mirpuri community in the UK, for instance, ‘it is not uncom-
mon for women who leave marital relationships, even when the cause is violence,
to be branded by their community as dishonourable . . . In extreme circum-
stances women will face the possibility of “life on the run” from the perpetrator,
or death if they are found’ (Latif, 2011: 30).
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Overtraditionalism and undertraditionalism

Cultural time moves when actors become more or less culturally distant from
one another.11 More cultural distance is overdiversity; less cultural distance is
underdiversity. One type of overdiversity is overtraditionalism – an increase in
contact between cultures.

Overtraditionalism commonly incites conflict among people and groups
(Black, 2011; Campbell, 2013). Sudden contact with Europeans had calamitous
consequences for the indigenous peoples of Africa, America and Australia.
Clashes between racial and ethnic groups continue to trigger occasional rioting
in many countries today (Horowitz, 1993). And cultural outsiders often bear the
brunt of individual acts of discrimination – particularly in settings unaccus-
tomed to diversity (see Cooney, 2009c).

Intimate relationships that span greater cultural distances appear to have
more conflict than those that span smaller cultural distances. In America, for
instance, marriages between parties of different religions or different levels of
education have a higher risk of divorce (Cherlin, 2009). Mixed-culture couples in
Muslim societies may have more conflict than same-culture couples, though no
data appear to be available on the point.

Culturally diverse relationships can cause another type of conflict as well –
between one or both of the parties and the members of their own culture. The
source of the trouble is rejection or abandonment of traditional culture, or
undertraditionalism (Black, 2011). The rejection does not have to be explicit –
simply by gravitating toward another culture people distance themselves from
their own culture. A woman who moves away from her native culture offends
those she leaves behind. The more deeply her family are immersed in tradi-
tional culture, the greater the undertraditionalism and the more serious her
offence.

Abandonment of culture is a recurring theme in honour violence, particularly
in Western countries where the opportunities to adopt a non-traditional lifestyle
are pervasive and plentiful. Recall that Chesler’s (2010) cross-national review of
some 230 honour killings reported in English-language media outlets found that
a majority were apparently motivated by the woman becoming ‘too Western’.
The women’s offences included wearing Western clothing or cosmetics, wanting
an education or career, and forming friendships across ethnic lines. For
example:

‘In one . . . case in Berlin, a young Turkish woman’s brothers shot and killed her for
abandoning Turkish customs and becoming too German: She had been dressing in a
Western style (without a headscarf), learning to be an electrician at a technical school,
and socializing with German men. A Turkish boy later described why she was killed:
“She deserved what she got. The whore lived like a German” ’. (Black, 2011: 127)

As in the Berlin case, undertraditionalism is especially fraught when com-
bined with overinvolvement.12 Unauthorized romantic relationships are apt to
cause particular trouble when the partners are culturally diverse (see Ginat,
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1997; Chakravarti, 2005). Van Eck (2003) reports that among ethnic Turks in
Holland it is more dishonourable for an unmarried woman to have an unauthor-
ized relationship with a Dutch man than with a Turkish man. If she is a Muslim,
and especially if her family is devout, it is more dishonourable for her to form an
attachment to a non-Muslim than to a Muslim (van Eck, 2003). In Turkey, a
Kurdish woman who takes a Turkish lover increases her risk of being killed
(Kardam, 2005). In Iraq, a Yazidi woman enters a relationship with a Muslim at
her peril (Pope, 2012). Within communities that practise honour violence, the
more a woman’s unauthorized relationship crosses religious, linguistic or other
cultural boundaries the greater her risk of being executed by her family (see
Husseini, 2009). In such cases, honour violence represents a defence of tradition,
an attack on those who would abandon the proud ways of the ancestors by
taking up with foreign aliens.

Importantly, though, the movement of cultural time and relational time is
typically subordinate to the movement of vertical time. Having a relationship
with a foreign stranger is only dishonourable when the family forbids it. And a
man’s relationships with a foreign woman is much less dishonourable than a
woman’s with a foreign man (see Pope, 2012). Moreover, among the forms of
vertical time, patriarchy is the most critical: honour killing is extremely unlikely
to occur in corporate families ruled by elderly women but is sometimes found in
small, non-corporate families ruled by men (see Onal, 2008). The immediate
cause of the violence, then, is her rebellion against familial, cultural and, espe-
cially, male authority inherent in her autonomous lifestyle behaviour.

Conclusion

Our age is increasingly intolerant of violence. Social time explains why (see
Campbell, 2013). More particularly, the nature and intensity of conflict, includ-
ing the degree to which violence is deviant, is a product of the geometry of social
time (Black, 2011). Recall that violence is a movement of vertical time, in
particular a type of overstratification. Where people are relatively equal, the
greatest movements of vertical time are increases in inequality, and
overstratification conflict is more frequent and severe. Conversely, where people
are highly unequal, the greatest movements of vertical time are reductions in
inequality and understratification conflict occurs more often and more intensely.
Thus, when inequality was rigid and extreme, as in agrarian societies, violence
was unremarkable, part and parcel of everyday life (Elias, 2000 [1939]). But as
inequality has weakened (though by no means disappeared), violence has
become more deviant. Violence in a downward direction is particularly
denounced today precisely because it would reinforce inequality. On the other
hand, violence directed upwardly reduces inequality and hence is greeted with
more ambivalence. Rebellions by oppressed peoples, wars of liberation and
other forms of upward violence do not attract the same revulsion as their
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downward counterparts. The well-worn phrase, ‘One person’s terrorist is anot-
her’s freedom fighter’ encapsulates some of the greater acceptability of violence
from below.

Violence is, in addition, the physical invasion of another person – an increase
in intimacy, or overintimacy.13 Across large expanses of relational distance the
greatest movements of social time are increases in intimacy. Overintimacy con-
flicts are therefore more frequent and severe when people are more distant.
Among those who are close, however, reductions of intimacy constitute larger
movements of relational time and incite more conflict. Today, because we
generally live around more strangers and enjoy more privacy than in the past,
violence is a greater movement of relational time – a more significant invasion of
our lives – than it once was. Similar long-term shifts in intimate relationships
also explain why violence between intimates has evolved into a more serious
crime. With more people residing alone, marrying later, having fewer children,
uncoupling more often, and living around fewer relatives, intimate relationships
are also less entangled – less intimate – than in previous eras.14 Consequently,
intimate violence has come to attract greater severity from police, judges and
juries. When violence is not just intimate but downward as well (eg committed
against those physically weaker, such as women or children), it is even more
closely scrutinized, studied and sanctioned (Black, 2015).

Honour violence repeats the general pattern. Because of the pronounced
inequality and the extreme intimacy of the family in most of the communities in
which honour violence is found, such violence tends to be condoned there. Legal
officials may turn a blind eye while neighbours shower praise on the perpetrators
(see Cooney, 2009a). But in the more modern and urban parts of the same
countries and especially in the more egalitarian and individualized settings of the
West, honour violence attracts much more condemnation. ‘There is no honour
in honour killing’ is a theme increasingly heard around the world.

Because honour violence is morally repugnant to many its sociological reality
remains at least partially hidden. For honour violence is not just the repression
of subordinate people. It is also the suppression of deviance, or punishment.
What triggers the violence is an accusation against the woman that she did
something quite wrong, thereby undermining her family’s precious moral repu-
tation, its very honour.

The notion of honour, however, is extremely elastic. No code of honour lays
down in black and white what a woman may or may not do. Anthropologists
tend to emphasize breaches of chastity as the source of dishonour, whereas
journalists and activists are apt to stress the arbitrary, and often imaginary,
nature of honour offences. The theory of moral time proffers a more abstract
and general explanation: the more a woman’s autonomous conduct moves
social time, the more dishonourable it is. And the greater the dishonour the
greater the probability of an honour killing. Movements of social time may
be vertical, relational or cultural. Vertical movements (in particular,
underinferiority and overinferiority) are the fundamental cause being present
in virtually every instance of honour violence. Relational (underinvolvement
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and overinvolvement) and cultural (undertraditionalism and overtraditiona-
lism) movements are common as well and, when present, aggravate the gravity
of the offending conduct.

The theory of moral time represents a significant deviation from existing
theories of violence. Many such theories address variation across social actors.
Invoking stable, core characteristics, they can explain which individuals or
groups are more likely to be violent. But they cannot explain when the actor will
be violent, or against whom. Other theories address variation across social
aggregates. They explain which neighbourhoods, cities, states, or countries are
likely to be more violent (their rate). But they do not and cannot explain who
commits the violence, against whom, when. Actor and aggregate theories are
both supported by evidence, and therefore accomplish much of what they are
designed to accomplish. But they do not seek to accomplish the most central
task: isolating the social characteristics of violent events.

The theory of moral time is more precise, addressing variation across cases,
now conceptualized as movements through social space. The theory can explain
which event is likely to be more violent. Moreover, only the theory of moral time
is also a causal theory that can explain the change from non-violence to violence.

Black’s large claim that movements of social time underlie all forms of
violence clearly requires considerable specification, elaboration and testing.
Still, the theory has already received some support. Manning (2014) shows that
suicide is typically prompted by overinferiority (falling below others in status)
and by underinvolvement (losing close relationships). Looking at the other end
of the spectrum, Campbell (2013) finds that genocide (mass ethnic killing) is
most often triggered by overtraditionalism (clashing of cultures) and collective
undersuperiority (ethnic groups losing pre-eminence). These findings are just a
beginning, however: much work remains to be done identifying which move-
ments of social time cause which type of violence.

Future work will continue to draw on Black’s earlier theory of social geom-
etry. Just as some movements of social time cause more violence than others, so
some geometrical locations attract more violence than others. The effects of
social time vary with their position and direction in social space – their geometry
(Manning, 2014). When the geometry is strongly attractive to violence, even a
small movement of social time might trigger an act of violence. When the
geometry is only weakly attractive to violence, a large movement of social time
may be required to ignite a physical attack. The most complete explanations of
violence will come to reference not just movements in social space but their
location and direction as well.
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Notes

1 Most violence in the name of honour involves men fighting other men (see Black, 2011). Family
honour violence is a subspecies of honour violence that is primarily committed by men against
women. Some family honour violence, however, is committed by men against men and some by
women against women (see Amnesty International, 1999; Pope, 2012). This paper addresses
violence against women only.

2 This excludes two theoretical approaches: rational choice theory and Collins’s (2008) micro-
sociological theory. Rational choice theory proposes that violence occurs when the net benefits
of violence outweigh the net benefits of all other courses of conduct for the offender (see Cornish
and Clarke, 1986). Costs and benefits of violence include such subjective factors as the value the
individual places on obtaining momentary satisfaction, getting even, looking tough, experiencing
pangs of conscience, enduring the disapproval of family and friends, limiting future upward
mobility and other unmeasurable preference variables. Collins (2008) argues that violence erupts
when people overcome the confrontational tension they experience in contemplating violence,
but he does not provide a testable explanation of when the critical transition occurs (Cooney,
2009b). Neither theory, then, is fully testable at the level that matters most: distinguishing violent
from non-violent events.

3 Most honour offences do not result in violence because the cases occur at a particular location
in social space, where hierarchy intersects with relational closeness (Cooney, 2014).

4 A second type of understratification is undersuperiority – the fall of a superior. This too may
sometimes be involved in honour violence as, for instance, when among immigrants to the West,
children often fit in better than the parents, who may be unemployed, isolated and unable to speak
the local language, thus causing a shift in the power dynamics of the household (Pope, 2012).

5 The strength of the family can be seen in the strong pull it exerts on its members. Some women
who have sought to flee accusations of dishonour by running away have found they cannot live
without their family and return home. One such Swedish Kurd teenager was then killed by her
family (Wikan, 2008).

6 In some places, she can even be given to or seized by another family to compensate an offence
committed by one of her male relatives (Rubin, 2012).

7 A second form of overstratification is oversuperiority – an actor rising above others (Black,
2011). Oversuperiority may sometimes be a factor in honour conflicts. For instance, a Turkish
woman who did not have to work in the fields because her husband received a government salary
was subject to an untrue charge of dishonour: ‘envy may have played a part in the campaign
against her’ (Pope, 2012).

8 Because of the real loss of status attendant on known honour violations it is sociologically
misleading to describe such cases as ‘so-called honour killings’.

9 A liaison with a disreputable man – one who conceals his married state, for example – is more
dishonourable as well, though that may make him, rather than her, the target of an honour
killing (see, eg, van Eck, 2003).

10 Relational changes can be divided into fluctuations in involvement with others or exposure to
others (Black, 2011).

11 Cultural time moves either when separate traditions have contact with one another (tradition-
alism) or when a new item of culture comes into being (innovation) (Black, 2011).

12 As well as overinvolvement in the life of another, overintimacy includes overexposure of one’s
self to others, which can also feature in honour violence. For example, the final straw that led a
Pakistani man living in Norway to kill his rapidly Westernizing Pakistani wife was when she
‘agreed to undress in front of a male doctor during a consultation’ (Wikan, 2008).

13 It may also be a rejection of diversity, a form of undertraditionalism, as in genocide (Campbell,
2013).

14 Although involvement has declined among intimates in modern society, the second dimension of
intimacy – exposure – has increased. Consistent with the theory of moral time, among intimates,
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overinvolvement (eg violence) has become more serious while overexposure (eg revealing oneself)
has become less deviant, indeed more praiseworthy.
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