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Patriarchy and Violence in the Middle East 

[P. 43] Patriarchy plays an essential role in initiating, supporting, and spreading violence in 

Middle Eastern societies. The innately violent patriarchal gender structure makes a significant 

contribution to the normalization and condoning of violence in society by constructing gender 

roles that are based on control, intimidation, and submission. When patriarchal gender relations 

are supported and sanctioned by culture and religion, societal violence becomes naturalized, 

tolerated, and accessible to everyone, particularly when this violence is perpetrated in the name 

of honour. Patriarchy generates structural cycles of violence and animosity that is challenging for 

both men and women to break away from. Violence breads violence at a cumulative rate and 

patriarchal structure helps to fashion a conflict model of gender relations that comes to dominate 

the lives of citizens in this region.  

 [P. 44] Patriarchal structures that are founded on the supremacy of men and the inferiority and 

the submissiveness of women strongly contribute to the spreading and escalating of gender-based 

violence. There are extensive forms of such violence in the MENA region: physical violence; 

psychological violence; intimate violence and wife battering; cultural and religious sanctioning of 

women’s obedience; sexual violence in the form of rape (including marital rape and gang rape); 

incest; criminalization of pre- or extra-marital sexuality (including death by stoning for adultery 

cases); honour killing; forced, early, and child marriages; forced pregnancies; criminalization of 

homosexuality; sexual harassment in the workplace and in the streets; female genital mutilation; 

forced veiling; trafficking in women; polygamy; men’s unilateral right to divorce, and divorce 

threats; suppression of freedom of expression; deprivation of basic rights; gender-based 

discrimination; male guardianship; and rigid restrictions on the mobility of women.  

 Despite the fact that violence against women is pervasive, incidents of violence are rarely 

documented and draw little attention in public. Statistics of gender-based violence are hard to 

trace and most incidences go unreported; the few that are reported are not taken earnestly by 

authorities. The few cases that are reported are perceived to be the private business of the family 

and are therefore considered as inconsequential incidents. Furthermore, women who report 

violence risk to face the consequences of reprisal from their abusers. Because of solemn concerns 
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about divorce, losing the custody of the children, and economic dependence, women do not 

generally report cases of abuse against them until they reach an insufferable level. Still, little 

protection is offered in these cases.   

 A case study involving college-educated Kuwaitis reveals that nearly 30 per cent of females 

reported that they had been subjected to some kind of violence, and nearly 30 per cent of males 

admitted that they had abused a woman (Nazar and Kouzekanani 2007:643). Another official 

study involving Qatar University female students disclosed that 63 per cent had been beaten, 

usually by male relatives.1 A 2006 official study in Bahrain indicates that 95 per cent of the 

respondents admitted that women are exposed to violence at home and at work.2  

 [P.45] According to estimates by an organization against family violence, violence affected 

more than 48 per cent of women in Saudi Arabia during the first half of 2010, of which the 

parents cause 72 per cent of these incidences.3 A study conducted by a social studies centre 

reveals that 93 per cent of Saudi women are subject to violence from their husbands. Eighty-three 

per cent said their husbands used various forms of physical violence, and 13 per cent admitted 

that their husbands force them to have sexual intercourse with them. Violence against Saudi 

women included preventing them from seeing their parents, appropriation of their salaries, and in 

case of resistance or hesitation, the husbands prevented them from working. Incidences of incest 

have also been reported.4   

 In April 2004, Rania al-Baz a celebrity Television host was the victim of her husband’s brutal 

beating, which nearly killed her. Her husband savagely assaulted her, slamming her face against 

the marble-tiled floor of their home causing it 13 fractures. He left her unconscious for two hours 

while he showered and changed his clothes. He then bundled her up in a sheet and put her in the 

family van to dispose of what he assumed to be her dead body. When she showed signs of life, 

and, panicking, he took her to a hospital. After four days in a coma and following 12 operations, 

she survived. She decided to give permission to allow the photos that showed her grotesquely 

disfigured face to be published. This act effectively shattered the wall of silence surrounding 

domestic violence in Saudi Arabia. Yet there was a price to pay for her courageous decision; she 

had to pardon her husband publicly, allowing his original sentence of 300 lashes and six months 

of imprisonment to be halved, in exchange for divorce and the custody of her three children. 

Because of this incident, she was unwelcome to return to her work.5 
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 A 2003 report conducted by the Organisation Mondiale Contra Torture, OMCT, a 

nongovernmental body based in Geneva, pinpoints that domestic violence is a pervasive problem 

in Turkey. A study found that 88 per cent of women surveyed were living in violent situations 

and 68 per cent had been beaten by their husbands. Another study conducted by the Istanbul Bilgi 

University found that [p. 46] more than 32 per cent of women were beaten by their husbands and 

22 per cent by their fathers.6 A 2002 report conducted by OMCT revealed that more than 46 per 

cent of women in Yemen had experienced violence from their spouses or other family members 

at some point in their lives.7 Reports by World Health Organization (WHO) indicate that 24 per 

cent of Iraqi women were subject to physical violence and 33 per cent to psychological violence 

in 2010.8 

 A 2008 official report states that 10 percent of women in Algeria are battered every day.9 

According to Algerian police records, there were 8,000 female victims of violence in 2006, 7,400 

in 2005, and 5,845 in 2004. Lamia is a 35-year-old woman who has tolerated her husband’s 

battering in the presence of her young children for five years before she was kicked out of the 

house ending up in the street as even her parents could not keep her. Her children were 

subjugated to sexual abuse from the husband’s relatives, as the custody remained with him. 

Fatiha, another 35-year-old woman who was so severely battered by her husband that she was 

hospitalized for three months as she suffered from fractures and severe wounds. Her crime was 

that she wanted to become a singer. The constant violence committed against her also caused her 

children psychological trauma, with one of her daughters making a suicide attempt.10 

 Even in Tunisia where women have benefited from the most progressive legislations and 

enjoy the highest status in the Arab world, a study reveals that 20-40 percent of Tunisian women 

experience physical violence and 50 percent verbal violence.11  

 In Egypt, 52 per cent of the women who participated in the 1995 national census had been 

beaten by their husbands at least once during the year 1994, and 17 percent had been beaten three 

to six times or more (Arab Women Solidarity Association (AWSA) 2003: 223). After all, there is 

an Egyptian saying stating that if you break one rib of a girl, she would get 24 more ribs. Reports 

from a nongovernmental organization in Egypt disclose that violence toward women has led to 

the death of 301 women in 2009, 384 in 2008, and 467 in 2007.12  
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 In Jordan, a study conducted by the United Nations Development Fund for Women, UNIFEM, 

in 2007 found that at least 25 women have been killed in Jordan in 2000-2003 because of 

physical abuse from family members.13 

 In Lebanon, ‘Enough’, an organization which focuses on anti-violence towards women in 

Lebanon, estimates that physical violence from [p. 47] husbands and relatives reaches three-

quarters of Lebanese women. Every year more than 500 women take refuge in women protection 

centres. There are only four such centres with a total capacity of accommodating 40 women. 

What makes the situation even worse for women is that there is no civil law in Lebanon. The 

ethno-sectarian political arrangement in the country includes having 15 religious courts with 

different rules and legislations. Most of these courts are discriminatory against women in issues 

of marriage, divorce, child custody, inheritance, honour cases and rape.14  

 In a study regarding domestic violence in Lebanon, Keenan, el-Hadad, and Balian (1998), 

358) concluded that the factors which trigger abuse fall under three main categories: unmet 

marital role expectations, conflict with in-laws, and alcohol abuse. They point out (358), 

‘Traditional Middle Eastern social and family structure is patriarchal and characterised by male 

dominance and authority…Clearly defined gender and marital role expectations prevail within 

the family.’ One Lebanese woman recalls, ‘He came home after work and the meal was not 

ready, so he beat me…My children are not doing well in school. He holds me responsible, so he 

beats me;” another woman mentioned: “The baby was crying at night and I couldn’t stop him. 

My husband got upset and hit me’ (359). 

 In Palestine, the organization ‘ Together Combating Violence against Women’ draws attention 

to increasing violence against women and children and that violence is becoming the norm in the 

interaction among Palestinian people. The organization says that their 24-hour help line receives 

1000-1200 phone calls daily.15  A 2006 official report revealed that 23 per cent of Palestinian 

women had experienced domestic violence, but only 1 per cent had filed a complaint.16 Another 

study indicates that 77 per cent of women in Gaza are subjects to violence from their husbands 

and parents.17 Social pressures lead to the phenomenon of committing suicide, particularly 

among teenagers and young women. In Gaza, 95 women attempted suicide during the first half of 

2009, leading to 7 deaths.18 

 The first official study on violence toward women in Syria, in 2006, states that 22 percent of 

married women were assaulted either verbally or physically for reasons ranging from neglecting 
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household [p. 48] duties to ‘bombarding husbands with too many questions.’19 Another study 

cited physical violence as the cause of 90 percent of divorce cases initiated by women.20 A 

woman who works at the only shelter for abused women in Syria observed, ‘Violence is in every 

home in the Arab world. Women start to feel that abuse is a normal part of life. They no longer 

believe it is violence.’21 

 

Sexual Violence in the Middle East 

Sexual violence is a sobering problem in the MENA countries. Ninety-eight per cent of rape 

cases in Egypt go unreported because of the social consequences associated with reporting. Incest 

is also common, despite the widely held belief that these are rare occurrences (AWSA, 2003, 

224). According to the National Council for Social Research, there are 20,000 cases of rape in 

Egypt every year; 60 per cent of these are cases of incest.22 Sexual harassment affects 66 per cent 

of Egyptian women in their workplaces. Regardless, their financial situations do not allow them 

to leave their jobs (AWSA, 2003, 206). A study in Qatar shows that 4.3 per cent of women have 

been sexually harassed and 2 per cent have experienced “strong violence” such as rape.23 Sexual 

assault and rape of children in Morocco became a solemn problem. According to reports from the 

organization of Do Not Touch My Child, rape of children has increased from 20 cases in 2006, 50 

cases in 2007, to 306 rape cases in 2008.24  

 Sexual assault and incest against children is also widespread in the Palestinian territories that 

often occur with the knowledge and silence of the mothers. A legal councillor states that 80 per 

cent of mothers to sexually assaulted children by their fathers or brothers are aware of the 

situation but they choose to be silent because they are afraid of divorce, shame, or split family.25 

Incest could also cause death in the family as the case of a Jordanian father who raped his 

daughter for five years with the knowledge of her mother. When the father found out that his 

daughter who reached the age of 19 was impregnated, he himself performed a caesarean 

operation on his daughter, leaving her to bleed to death.26       

 [P. 49] However, rape cases are extremely difficult if not impossible to report for many 

reasons including the stipulation that when reporting a case to the authorities a male guardian 

must accompany the victim of rape. Ruggi (1998, 114-15) points out that according to Palestinian 

legislation, if a woman is raped, she cannot go to court on her own and her case is considered 

valid only with the presence of a father or a brother. This stipulation discourages reporting rape 
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cases to the authorities, considering that the honour of men and the family is at stake. The Islamic 

stipulation that adultery cases can only be accepted if proved by four witnesses also complicates 

the choice to report cases of rape. What is worse, if a rape case is reported and is not 

substantiated by four witnesses, which is a difficult condition to achieve, the case may result in 

accusing the victim of adultery or fornication. The cultural debasement of women in this region 

and their low status in society contribute to the possibility of adultery accusation against women, 

which could lead to very harsh sentencing including incarceration, flogging, or death by stoning. 

 A visit by Human Rights watch (HRW) (2006) to Libya in 2005 revealed serious violations of 

the most basic principles of human rights in the operation of the so-called social rehabilitation 

facilities. Calling these facilities de facto prisons, the report says, ‘The government of Libya is 

arbitrarily detaining women and girls in ‘social rehabilitation’ facilities for suspected 

transgressions of moral codes, locking them up indefinitely without due process…Some are there 

for no other reason than that they were raped, and are now ostracized for staining their family’s 

honor.’  

 In case of rape crimes, the victim is often blamed for the rape and is held accountable for illicit 

sexual behaviour. This fact is well illustrated in the Yemeni proverb, “A dog won’t come unless 

it is called.’ Another proverb of the same sort states, ‘Don’t put the gas next to the match’ 

(Boxberger 1998, 119-120).  

 Blaming the victims is widespread in rape cases in the Mena. In June 2006, an 18-year-old 

Saudi girl and the man she was with were gang raped by seven men in the city of Qatif, in the 

eastern province of the kingdom. The rapists were sentenced to various terms of lashing [P. 50] 

and imprisonment. However, the rape victims were also sentenced to 90 lashes each for what is 

called khulwa, being with an unrelated male or female. The couple were sitting in a car in a 

shopping mall parking when the incident occurred. Her sentencing implies that it was her fault 

for being outside her home with an unrelated man, which has led to the rape. However, when she 

appealed the verdict, the appeals court not only increased the assailants’ sentences, but also 

increased the victims’ sentences to 200 lashes as well as a six-month term of imprisonment.27  

 A court in Tehran passed a death sentence on an 18-year-old girl, Nazanin, who stabbed an 

assailant while fighting off three men who attempted to rape her and her 16-year-old niece. 

Thirteen-year-old Zahila Izadi is another Iranian girl who also received a death sentence-later 

commuted-after being impregnated by her older brother (MacEoin 2006). There is also the case 
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of an 18-year-old Emirati woman who in June 2010 accused six men of gang-raping her resulting 

in her being sentenced to serve a one-year sentence for consensual sex, because the court was 

posturing against extramarital sex rather than rape. Human Rights Watch comments that it is very 

difficult for women to prove that they were in fact raped because the attention is deflected from 

rape and assault and the concentration now lies on an act that was committed outside of 

marriage.28 Thus, for victims of rape, the penalties they face may discourage reporting.  

 Conflicts that lead to a worsening political situation and insecurity affect women negatively. 

During the high insecurity and violence in Iraq in the aftermath of regime change in 2003, the 

terrorists who belong to al-Qaeda have committed numerous rape crimes against Iraqi women. 

There is the case of a woman who was repeatedly raped under the threat of arms for several 

years. Her 15-year-old daughter has also been raped. Both mother and daughter bore children out 

of these rapes. The mother says, ‘Every time I look at my child I remember what happened to me. 

It is difficult for me to love him, but I remind myself that he is innocent.’29 In Algeria, there were 

many instances of rape used a weapon by the militant Islamists during the decade-long civil war 

in the aftermath of the December 1991 election. There have been an estimated 1,600 [p. 51] 

known cases of ‘terrorist rape’, while many others remain hidden to avoid family shame.30  

 In a region that suffers from deficiency in social capital, there is a tradition that tends to 

worsen female victimization in that the rapist is forced or asked to marry the victim. This sort of 

‘compromise’ offers the victim the chance to marry, since being a victim of rape jeopardises her 

chances of ever getting married. By accepting to marry the victim, the rapist avoids legal 

prosecution and jail sentencing. Yet it is not rare that the abuser will agree to marry the victim 

only to divorce her shortly afterward. The cultural toleration of rape and sexual violence not only 

fails to combat sexual abuse but also actually legalizes it. This absurd cultural tradition of 

conciliation tends to subject women to a double sense of victimization. Thus, once a woman is 

sexually abused there is no way to break away from a long-term condemnation, degradation, and 

victimization.  

 Early, forced marriage is a common form of sexual violence in the MENA region and a 

phenomenon that is strongly tied to the concept of honour. In addition to economical factors, 

early marriage is a solution to the fear that a girl will lose her virginity before marriage. In tribal 

disputes, settlement may also involve giving women away in marriage. From another perspective, 

it is difficult for girls who are forced into early marriage to take care of their own children in a 
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proper, healthy way considering they are merely children themselves. Furthermore, because of 

the drastic age difference between husband and wife, the prospect of creating a successful 

marriage is often remote. A study shows that the age difference between spouses in 25 percent of 

marriages in Yemen exceeds 14 years.31 

 In the eastern and southeastern regions of Turkey, more than 16 per cent of women are 

married before the age of 15. One in every ten women lives in polygamous marriages, although 

polygamy has been banned under the 1926 civil code. Fifty-one per cent of women were married 

without their consent, while under Turkish law the consent of both parties is a necessary 

precondition for marriage.32  

 Early child marriage is widespread in Yemen. It is deeply rooted in the local customs and is 

enshrined in an old tribal expression, ‘Give me a girl of eight, and I can give you a guarantee of a 

good marriage.33 Even though Yemeni law establishes the age of 15 as the legal age of marriage, 

tribal customs and strict interpretation [p. 52] of Islam often overlook the law. A 2006 study 

conducted by San’a University reported that 52 per cent of girls were married by the age of 18, 

while the average age of marriage in rural areas is 12 to 13. According to this study, the most 

important reasons for marrying children at a young age are poverty, fear of abduction and forced 

marriage, and the cultural tradition and belief that a young virginal bride is most easily shaped 

into a dutiful wife.34 

 Sally is a Yemeni child who, at the age of 11, was forced to marry a 25-year-old man. Amina 

was a Yemeni girl accused of killing her husband and was subsequently sentenced to death even 

though she was only 15 years old at the time.35 There is another story of a Yemeni man who was 

so poor that the only dowry he could offer his bride’s family was his 10-year-old sister, in 

marriage to the 40-years-old brother of the bride. Her husband and her brother, who was mostly 

interested in preserving his own marriage, beat the girl constantly causing her physical harm and 

deep depression.36 It is not uncommon that early marriage leads to death, as in the case of Ilham, 

a 13-year-old who died after four days from her forced marriage to a man in his thirties in March 

2010. Due to severe damage to her genitals, she bled to death. Another Yemeni girl died in 

September 2009 when she gave birth to a child while she was only 12 years old. These cases have 

been called in the media and civil society as the ‘brides of death’.37  

 Nujood Ali, a 10-year-old Yemeni girl, was forced by her impoverished and unemployed 

father, of 16 children with two women, to marry a 30-year-old man who abused her sexually and 
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beat her regularly. She recalls, ‘Whenever I wanted to play in the yard he beat me and asked me 

to the bedroom with him. A lawyer commented, ‘Nujood did not get married, but she was raped 

by a 30-year-old man’. Her husband, on the other hand, defended himself, ‘Yes, I was intimate 

with her, but I have done nothing wrong, as she is my wife and I have the right and no one can 

stop me’. When she complained to her parents, they refused to help her, for they feared that 

breaking the marriage would expose the family to shame. Her father told her, ‘My cousins would 

have killed me if you dishonoured the family by asking for a divorce’. Nevertheless, on April 2, 

2008, Nujood mustered the courage to go [p. 53] to court on her own and request a divorce. She 

was freed from her marriage in June 2008. The husband agreed to divorce her under the condition 

of paying him $250, the equivalent of four months’ salary for a poor Yemeni. As for Nujood, 

following the ordeal, she said, ‘All I want now is to finish my education. I want to be a human 

rights lawyer. I want to defend oppressed people. I want to be an example for all the other 

girls’.38 

 This case has sparked a public debate regarding child brides and the appropriate age of 

marriage in Yemen. Only one month after Nujood’s landmark legal case, another girl, Arwa, 

aged nine, demanded a legal divorce. The case revealed her husband had beaten and sexually 

abused her during the entire period of eight months of her arranged marriage.  

 Mariam, is a 16-year-old Iranian girl whose father gave his word of ‘honour’ to marry her to a 

relative. After discovering the relative was a drug addict, she protested the forced marriage and 

her father reacted violently. He told her ‘even if I have to kill you you’re going to marry him’. 

She said, ‘He beat me till I was black and blue…eventually; he kicked us all out, my mother and 

her seven children’. Mariam was taken out of school (Kousha 1997, 104-105).  

 Another form of sexual violence against women in some MENA countries is the female 

genital mutilation (FGM). In 1995, WHO (1998, 13 and 17) estimated the rate of FGM among 

women in Egypt was 97 per cent and 89 per cent in the Sudan. However, a UNICEF survey 

conducted in 2005 revealed that the rate of FGM among women in Egypt and the Sudan has 

remained virtually unchanged for the past decade.39 FGM is a deeply rooted tradition in these two 

countries. In Egypt, both Muslims and Coptic Christians practice it while in the Sudan only the 

Muslims practice it, unlike the Christians in the south. About 85 per cent of FGM cases practiced 

in Sudan are of the most severe type, i.e., infibulation. It is usually performed on girls between 
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the ages of four and seven, by traditional practitioners under improvised, unsanitary conditions, 

causing severe pain, trauma, and risk of infection to the child.  

 FGM is also believed to be practiced in other parts of the MENA region, such as Yemen, 

Oman, Bahrain, northern Saudi Arabia, the [p. 54] United Arab Emirates, Southern Jordan, Syria, 

and also among the Kurds in Iraq, Turkey, Iran, and Syria.40 It is also practiced within some 

African and Middle Eastern immigrant communities in the Western world. A survey conducted 

by a German nongovernmental organization, WADI, involving 40 villages in the region of Iraqi 

Kurdistan, revealed that about 60-70 per cent of women living in these villages are circumcised. 

Other estimates indicate that about 10-20 percent of women living in Iraqi Kurdistan go through 

this mutilation.41 UNICEF (2005, 4) figures suggest that 23 per cent of women in Yemen are 

affected. In some regions of Yemen, these figures can even reach 50 per cent, particularly in 

communities trading across the Red Sea.42 

 Interestingly, a UNICEF study reveals that there is little variation, if not a negative correlation, 

between educational level, household wealth, place of residence and the prevalence of the 

practice of FGM in the three Middle Eastern countries included in the study: Egypt, the Sudan, 

and Yemen. In 2000, the prevalence rate of FGM among illiterate people in Egypt was 98.8 per 

cent, while the rate among those having secondary education or higher was 94.8 per cent. While 

Egypt shows a modest positive variation, the other countries demonstrate a negative correlation 

between education and the performance of FGM. In the Sudan, the prevalence rate of FGM 

among illiterate people was 85.2 per cent and 97.6 per cent amongst educated people. Likewise, 

the figures for Yemen were 22.1 per cent and 34.1 per cent, respectively.  

 With respect to household income, prevalence figures of FGM in Egypt were 98.2 per cent 

among the poorest 20 per cent of the population and 92.1 per cent among the richest 20 per cent. 

For Yemen, the figures were 30.2 per cent and 26.3 per cent respectively. No figures were 

available for the Sudan (UNICEF 2005, 33). The same study found that only Egypt shows some 

differences in the practice of FGM in urban versus rural place of residence. The prevalence rate 

for women of 15-49 years old having at least one daughter circumcised in Egypt was 52.9 per 

cent for urban women and 39.8 per cent for rural women. Yet the figures for the Sudan were 

almost the same, 58.7 [p. 55] per cent and 58.1 per cent respectively, and likewise for Yemen, 

19.7 per cent and 19.6 per cent respectively (ibid 35). 
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 FGM is a form of violence and gender discrimination not only against women, but also against 

children and the very concept of childhood, because it affects the right to experience a healthy, 

normal childhood. The WHO (1998, 58) study states, ‘FGM is usually performed on legal minors 

with no power or faculties to consent. Consent of parents or guardians is not acceptable when the 

act performed is damaging rather than beneficial to the child’. The fear and pain associated with 

this practice are enormous and have deeply pervasive psychological effects on girls. Cases of 

death resulting from this mutilation do occur. 

 Considering the strong link between FGM and violence, it is natural that the trauma, fear, and 

pain a genitally mutilated woman experiences will gradually nurture her more negative, violent, 

abusive, and apathetic characteristics. A deeply traumatizing experience leaves severe 

psychological scars that will affect the personality of the woman and her relation to the outside 

world. A study conducted by UNICEF (2005, 24-25) found evidence of a correlation between 

women’s support of FGM and their condoning of wife beating. In Egypt, women who support the 

sexual mutilation are 2.3 times more likely to agree that wife beating is acceptable, and are 3.2 

times more likely to agree that a husband is justified in beating his wife if she argues with him. 

The impact of these views of condoning violence is even more serious considering that 79 per 

cent of women support this practice in the Sudan, 71 per cent in Egypt, and 21 per cent in Yemen 

(ibid 18). 

 Moreover, FGM, as the physical expression of fear of female sexuality, is a form of violence 

against women and a violation of a woman’s right to own and to enjoy the functioning and 

feeling of a healthy body. 

  

Violence on the Temple of Honour 

Much of the gender-based violence and femicide in the MENA region are related to the honour of 

the family that is principally linked to the sexual conduct of the women. In her study on honour 

crimes, Chesler (2009) considers that honour killing is a worse type of domestic violence, due to 

several distinct characteristics. These crimes are carefully planned, [p. 56] and death threats are 

often used as a means of control. The planning and execution of these crimes involve multiple 

family members and can include mothers, fathers, sisters, brothers, male cousins, and uncles. 

Most of these cases are carried out with barbaric ferocity and extreme violence. Teenage girls and 
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young women are the target of these crimes, which are linked to dishonouring the family. There 

is strong condoning to these crimes and the perpetrators are celebrated as real men and heroes. 

 According to a 2007 UNIFEM study, at least 97 women were killed for ‘honour reasons’ in 

Jordan from 2000 to 2003.43 Another source indicates that honour crimes constitute 25 per cent 

of the annual homicides in Jordan, where 25 women are killed annually in the name of family 

honour. Most are buried in unmarked graves and are disgraced even in death.44  

 Three Jordanian brothers killed their 40-year-old divorcee sister in an honour related crime in 

September 2009. They planned the murder and waited until her five children went to school, to 

stab her with a knife 15 times and then set her house on fire to cover the crime.45   

 In Lebanon, an average of one woman per month is killed by a close male relative in honour 

related crimes.46 Official statistics show that in 2004 alone, 20 girls and women were murdered in 

the Palestinian territories, another 15 women survived murder attempts, and 50 women 

committed suicide.47 It is suspected that 70 percent of all murders in Gaza and the West Bank are 

the result of honour killings (Ruggi 1998, 13). Between January 2006 and March 2007, 17 

women were targeted and killed in Gaza for reasons of honour which represents an increase from 

an average of 10 honour killings per year recorded from 2000 to 2005. Armed religious groups 

rather than family members carried out about half of the recent honour killings in Gaza, a new 

and alarming phenomenon.48 There is, after all, a Palestinian proverb that says, ‘the best way to 

treat filth is to bury it!’ 

 Honour killings are rampant in the Kurdish areas of Turkey, Iran, Syria, and Iraq. According 

to the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq, UNAMI, there were 118 female deaths during the first 

quarter [p. 57] of 2007 and 137 in the second quarter in the Kurdish enclave in northern Iraq. 

From August to November 2007, at least 27 Iraqi Kurdish women have been murdered for 

allegedly having illicit affairs, while 97 other women had tried to commit suicide by self-

immolation.49 According to a women rights organization, Warfin, 32 women were killed in Iraqi 

Kurdistan during the month of September 2011 alone.50 A network against violence estimates 

that more than 12,000 women were killed in the name of honour in Iraqi Kurdistan from 1991 to 

2007.51 There are no reliable statistics, but it is thought that at least 60 women die in honour 

killings in Turkey each year. Others believe the true figure is much higher.52  

 However, these statistics do not portray the full picture or the severity of the problem of 

honour killing in the MENA region. The figures that exist are based on cases that have been 
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reported to authorities or have come to court and many honour crimes are disguised as accidents 

or suicides. A UN report on the high rate of suicide among young girls in Turkey states, ‘Girls 

commit suicide in large numbers because they have lost their virginity or because they have been 

forced into marriage or sent away to special re-education establishments. Oftentimes, a woman 

who has somehow violated the family ‘honor’ is given the choice of committing suicide, rather 

than being killed by a family member, and usually women choose this option.53  

 In an interview regarding the incidences of honour killings, Palestinian police officers stated 

that there is an apparent trend in society to cover up the crime in order to reduce the subsequent 

damage on the family and community. One officer stated, ‘They do what they feel they need to 

do to protect their honor, but then they cover it up with stories such as she fell, was burned, or 

wanted to commit suicide. We suspect that it was murder rather than suicide, but we also do not 

want to add pain to the family. The woman is dead, why cause more pain?’ (Shalhoub-Kevorkian 

2000, 69).  

 [p. 58] Honour killing is strongly related to the protection of honour in patriarchal societies. 

Perpetrators of these crimes are loaded with the pressures of a male-centred culture. The honour 

of men and the community is mostly, if not solely, linked to the restriction of female sexuality, 

thereby establishing a cult of virginity. Forced virginity testing by family members continues to 

be widespread. A man’s masculinity is socially constructed through his ability to deny other men 

sexual access to his female relatives. Therefore, masculinity is also related to punishing 

transgressions of this moral code. In her study of Palestinian society, Shalhoub-Kevorkian (2000, 

51) argues, ‘The concept of ‘rujuleh’ (manhood) is incorporated in the mental perception of the 

family. One cannot remain a ‘rajul’ (man) if he remains silent towards perceived sexual 

transgressions by his female relatives’.  

 Under the rule of the strictly rigid moral code, there is zero tolerance toward women who 

violate this moral code to the point that women are expected to defend the code until death. If a 

woman has not died defending the honour of the family, it is the duty of the men in the family to 

make sure that she does. One Palestinian tribal leader put it this way, ‘So if they are still alive, 

which they should not, then they do not deserve to survive the dishonoring and therefore they 

should die’. Another tribal notable stated, ‘Women in this society know very well that behaving 

contrary to social norms could very well lead to their death and no one will hold the killer 

responsible for this act. To the contrary, he will be seen as honourable’ (ibid, 49). Elsewhere I 
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(Ghanim 2009, 44) argued, ‘In societies in which culture revolves around a strong and central 

form of the male ego, shaming the honour of men is considered to be the real crime rather than 

the killing of women. In this twisted moral reality, the offender is not the killer, but the girl who 

has tarnished the family’s honour and reputation. In this sense, honour killing is considered 

justice’. 

 Since the honour of men is constructed through the control of female sexuality, condoning 

honour killing is widespread in the MENA countries. Parrot and Cummings (2006, 178) contend 

that the deeply rooted cultural acceptance of these crimes is connected to perceptions of worth of 

women and their role in society. Very few reported cases of honour [p. 59] killings reach the trial 

stage due to social condoning of these acts that are considered family business rather than crimes. 

The exceptional cases that do end in conviction receive only token sentences. This leniency 

renders the law inadequate for the protection of women’s human rights, particularly the right to 

live. Most of the penal codes in the region contain conditions of leniency in cases involving 

men’s honour. A few months of incarceration are a common punishment for these crimes. 

 Honour killing is such a culturally entrenched tradition that few killers ever express remorse. 

A UN report mentions the story of a 17-year-old who killed his female cousin to uphold his 

family’s honour, for which he received only six-month prison sentence in Jordan. A few years 

later he does not regret his crime: “I would do it again if I had to. People here would have 

stigmatized my entire family if I had not killed her and shame would have followed us wherever 

we went.”54 

 Most of the cases of honour killings are based on merely suspicion and not real acts. Autopsies 

reveal that most of the girls killed in these crimes are still virgins. Norma Khouri (2003) 

is a Jordanian woman who wrote a book dedicated to her 25-year-old friend and business 

associate, Dalia, whose life was precipitately ended in a crime of honour. Dalia had defied the 

strictly rigid moral and religious code on two accounts: first, she had fallen in love within a 

culture that criminalizes premarital love; second, she loved a Christian man while she was a 

Muslim woman. Even though the autopsy confirmed that Dalia was still a virgin, the outcome of 

her dual insolence proved to be the tragic end of her life in the name of family honour. 

 Another crime was reported in 2007 in the village of Ba’shiqa in northern Iraq. Du’a, a 17-

year-old girl from a Yazidi sect and Muhannad, a 19-year-old Sunni Muslim, fell in love and 

wanted to get married. However, their decision outraged their respective communities. The lovers 
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fled but were soon found together in an olive grove. They were suspected of illicit sexual 

behaviour and Du’aa told her mother in what would prove to be a poignant last meeting, ‘I 

promise you I am still a virgin, I did nothing wrong, Mama’. While Muhannad was locked up in 

prison, Du’a found herself being dragged to the marketplace to be stoned to death. A mob of 

more [p. 60] than 25 male relatives came with guns and stones, shouting and screaming in anger, 

demanding that she be killed in order to ‘cleanse the family honour’. She came under a hail of 

stones and her face and clothes were soon covered in blood. Finally, one cousin smashed a large 

piece of concrete over her head to end the spectacle and her body was tossed in a rubbish pit. 

This atrocious scene was filmed using a mobile phone and was posted on the internet. Afterward, 

even her grave was attacked. A grenade was lobbed into the garden of the family’s home, 

shattering windows and leaving the family in no doubt that the community wanted them to leave. 

Every day after sunset, the mother would throw herself on the mud grave and cry in deep bitter 

grief, howling, ‘Come to mama, Du’a…the last thing you told me was that you were hungry. 

Come home. Let me cook, and feed you…You were a good girl, you were honour itself and I 

miss you, so please come to me in my dreams, I beg you’.55 Du’a’s final words pleading her 

innocence had been confirmed afterward with an autopsy; she was a virgin. 

 

Conclusion 

In the Middle East and North Africa, issues surrounding gender have generally been overlooked, 

or dismissed as an unimportant area of concern, or simply a marginal issue that is primarily the 

concern of women. On the contrary, gender issues, particularly gender-based violence, affect not 

only women, but also men, children, and society as a whole. Gender violence is a pervasive 

phenomenon in the region that is associated with high physical, psychological, health, and 

economic costs for the society. It is an utter dissipation of human resources in the name of honour 

and shame when these societies need to mobilize their potential for productive purposes.  

 The high levels of obvious, open male violence toward women precipitate female resistance 

that can also take various forms of violence. This is a natural consequence of male violence 

because total submission and acceptance of violence is more a myth than a reality. Gender-based 

violence causes the entire society to plummet into a cycle of animosity, conflict, and societal 

violence. Gender violence is dehumanizing for both the victim and the perpetrator.  
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 [p. 61] The traditional, patriarchal gender structure that is prevalent in MENA societies leaves 

both men and women little room of choice as violence is an innate part of the patriarchal gender 

structure. This structure enforces a particular perception of gender roles and relations on society, 

which is predicated on the exercise of various forms of gender-based violence. Mernissi (1988, 

37) asks, ‘Why does patriarchy assume the guise of legality in Arab countries, whereas in the 

developed countries it is acknowledged that its very structure is incompatible with the aspiration 

of democracy?’ 

 It is high time for the MENA countries to challenge the violent and destructive patriarchal 

ideology that is predominant in this region. Women need to go beyond the status of victimization 

and channel the various forms of female power and influence into a national female power 

capable of changing their lower status in society. Men, women, and society are all responsible for 

deemphasizing gender conflict and societal violence and gradually building a more tolerant and 

peaceful society grounded on mutual respect and appreciation. In this high time of drastic 

changes in the region, gender-based violence should be a serious item on the agenda of Middle 

Eastern and North African societies.  
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