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Preliminary Examination of  
so-called “Honour Killings” in Canada 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Premeditated killings of family members, primarily women, who are thought to have 

brought shame or dishonour to their family by engaging in certain behaviours considered 

unacceptable (e.g. pre-marital or extra-marital sexual relationships, or relationships with 

boys not approved by the family), are often referred to in media reports as “honour 

killings”. This paper examines three questions – what is an “honour killing”, in order to 

establish the definition used in the paper; where does it occur, looking at reported 

incidents in Canada; and why does it occur, examining the psychopathology involved in 

such criminal acts committed in the present day. 

 

Many studies have documented a perception among some families in communities 

outside of Canada that, in order to restore the family’s honour, a family member must kill 

the person who allegedly brought shame or dishonour to the family vis-à-vis the larger 

community.1 Although the term “honour-based killing” is widely recognized,2 it should 

be noted at the outset that the term is also controversial. For instance, some authors have 

expressed concern that use of the term is often associated with only a few specific ethno-

cultural communities and can be used to obscure the unfortunate reality that family 

homicides occur in all communities.3 To some, this term may also open an avenue in 

which offenders may seek to use dishonour to justify their actions during court 

proceedings in hopes of receiving a reduced punishment.4 On the other hand, there are 

some unique aspects to killings committed in the name of honour that are useful to 

distinguish from a descriptive and analytical perspective.  These unique aspects also have 

practical implications for victim protection as well as elements of psychopathology, 

including premeditation and complicity. 

 

One author has indicated that honour killings are distinct from domestic violence for 

three reasons:5 
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 Planning — Honour killings are planned in advance, often at a family 

conference. The perpetrator's family may repeatedly threaten the victim with 

death if she dishonours her family.  

 Family complicity — Honour killings can involve multiple family members in 

the killing, such as parents, brothers and cousins. 

 Stigma — Perpetrators of honour killings often don't face negative stigma in their 

families or communities. 

 

In 2000, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) estimated that there were at least 

5,000 honour killings world-wide annually, which may be an underestimate because 

many cases go unreported or are falsely reported as suicides.6 Although this practice is 

currently primarily associated in media reports with certain Arab cultures, variations of 

harmful cultural practices toward women involving violence based on notions of honour 

have been known in many cultures world-wide7 and in many historical times. 

 

In recent years, several situations of alleged so-called “honour-based” killings have also 

arisen in Canada. In 2009, the Ontario Superior Court found a young Ottawa man guilty 

of the murder of his sister and her fiancé.8 The Court stated that the murder was based on 

a “twisted sense of values.” The accused allegedly considered the murder justified on the 

grounds that his sister had refused to seek her father’s permission for her engagement, 

which cast dishonour upon the family. In considering the case, the Court decided to admit 

expert evidence on the cultural phenomenon of honour killings and its reality in 

Afghanistan, the country of origin of the accused’s family. Also in 2009, Mohammed 

Shafi, his wife Tooba, and their son Hamed, were each charged with four counts of first-

degree murder and four counts of conspiracy to commit murder in the death of the 

couple’s three teenage daughters and Rona Amir Mohammed, the father’s first wife. The 

four victims were found dead in a submerged car near Kingston, Ontario. Family 

members in Europe alleged that the killings were honour-based because one of the 

daughters was rebellious and seeing a boy who was unacceptable to the father.9 This 

paper will provide a preliminary overview of the apparent incidence of honour-related 

killings in Canada through a summary of reported case law and media reports. 
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The paucity of scientific research and the growing exposure of such violent acts are 

important reasons why research in this area is crucial. By examining the motives and 

epidemiological trends of honour killings, one may be able to gain insight into the role of 

socio-cultural attitudes and psychopathology in such homicidal acts. This paper therefore 

examines the psychopathology involved in such criminal acts committed in the present 

day. 

 

2. Apparent Modern-Day Incidence Outside of Canada 

 

Over the past decade, human rights groups have given more exposure and coverage to 

honour-based killings. Honour killings can occur within a wide range of communities of 

varying cultural, religious and ethnic backgrounds and have been reported around the 

world, including in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Brazil, Egypt, India, Iran, Israel, Jordan, 

Lebanon, Nigeria, Pakistan, Palestine, Peru, the United States of America, Turkey, the 

United Kingdom, Italy, Norway, Sweden and Germany.10 While honour killings take 

place in many regions of the world, laws in some countries also reflect socio-cultural 

attitudes that underlie such killings.  

 

A number of countries have or recently had penal code provisions that applied to justify 

or excuse the killing of a wife, female ascendant, descendant or sister in order to restore 

the family honour.11 Such provisions reflect traditional honour systems whereby the 

family of origin, primarily the father and brothers of the female relatives, must bear the 

responsibility of punishing the woman or girl whose actions brought shame to the family 

honour in the eyes of the community.12  

 

Experts have distinguished between countries where the penal codes provide a specific 

exemption or justification for murder when conducted in the name of “honour”, such as 

Iraq  and Iran (effectively condoning the killings),13 and countries that provide a reduction 

of penalty for honour-based killings, such as Kuwait and Egypt (partially excusing the 

murders).14   
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However, even in countries that have specifically abolished “honour-based” defences, 

such as Pakistan, Lebanon and Jordan, sentences for offenders may still be diminished 

due to the “provocation/heat of passion” or “fit of fury” defence.5  Many countries 

provide reduced penalties specifically for men who kill their wives on the grounds of 

adultery,16 including until recently some American States.17 

 

The United Nations (UN) has studied the issue of honour killings and, in 2001, the UN 

General Assembly adopted the first specific resolution (55/66) related to the elimination 

of crimes against women committed in the name of honour. The adoption of this 

resolution recognized that women continue to be victims of various forms of violence, 

especially in the name of honour, and that to eliminate this practice, there was a need to 

urge the nations of the world to implement effective laws and to address the problem in 

collaboration with the UN.18 

 

In 2002, the UN Secretary General reported on measures taken by member States towards 

the elimination of crimes against women committed in the name of honour (A/57/169).  

According to the report:  

Canada indicated that honour crimes, including killings, were extremely rare in 

Canada, but such crimes would be investigated and prosecuted as offences under 

the Criminal Code, and such crimes as assault, aggravated assault or sexual 

assault and murder, which could occur in the execution of an honour crime, were 

covered by that Code.  

With regard to resolution 55/66, the report went on to state that Canada indicated that it 

was “pleased that honour crimes had been included in resolutions in the Commission on 

Human Rights on the elimination of violence against women, which had been adopted by 

consensus.” 

 

The 2002 Report also pointed out progress reported by a number of other countries.  For 

example, it noted that in Egypt, “Egyptian legislation had criminalized all acts referred to 

in General Assembly resolution 55/66.”  In Belarus, “such crimes were not typical in the 
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country” but would be dealt with in accordance with the general criminal law. Malaysia 

and Monaco were also dealing with all such crimes under the existing criminal law. 

Brazil was dealing with honour killings through domestic-violence measures, including 

shelters, progressive educational measures and specialized police precincts. In Jordan, a 

national human rights campaign had been successful in reducing such crimes. 

Furthermore, many states have since undertaken initiatives to more seriously follow the 

spirit of the resolution.19 

 

The UN General Assembly also took note of honour crimes in adopting resolutions 

55/111 and 55/68, calling upon governments to investigate such crimes and to deal 

strictly with them. At its sixty-eighth session, in 2000, the Human Rights Committee 

adopted general comment 28 on article 3 of the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights, in which it stated that “The commission of so called ‘honour crimes,’ 

which remain unpunished constitutes a serious violation of the Covenant,” and that 

“Laws which impose more severe penalties on women than on men for adultery or other 

offenses also violate the requirement of equal treatment.”20 

 

The Council of Europe’s Committee of Ministers on April 30, 2002 adopted the 

recommendation “on the protection of women against violence, which made specific 

recommendations to member states regarding killings in the name of honour.”  

 

The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe has also studied the issue of 

honour killings.  In a report of the Committee on Equal Opportunities for Women and 

Men, issued March 7, 2003, it commented that: 

Most of the reported cases of so-called “honour crimes” within Europe have been 

amongst Muslim or migrant Muslim communities. The paradox is that Islam itself 

does not support the death penalty for misconduct related to honour and many 

Islamic leaders have condemned this practice on the grounds that it has no 

religious basis.21 

The Assembly also noted that only some Muslim communities practice honour killings 

based on a cultural mind-set that is not supported by the religion. 



 

 7

 

The Assembly called on member States of the Council of Europe “to amend national 

asylum and immigration law in order to ensure that immigration policy acknowledges 

that a woman has the right to a residence permit or even to asylum in order to escape 

from so-called ‘honour crimes’ and is relieved of the threat of deportation or removal if 

there is, or has been, any actual threat of a ‘crime of honour.’”. It also requested member 

countries “to provide support to the victims of failed so-called ‘honour crimes’ and also 

to potential victims, including personal protection, legal aid and psychological 

rehabilitation.” 

 

Following some high-profile honour killings, a number of European countries have 

established action plans or strategies to prevent honour-based violence. Some examples 

in the United Kingdom are the ‘Honour’ Based Violence Strategy (2008) of the 

Association of Chiefs of Police Officers of England, Wales and Northern Ireland 

(ACPO); the Crown Prosecution Violence Against Women Strategy and Action Plan 

(2008); and the Home Office National Cross-Government Public Consultation Paper, 

“Together We Can End Violence Against Women and Girls” (2009).22 Other European 

examples include Sweden’s 2007 “Action plan for combating men's violence against 

women, violence and oppression in the name of honour and violence in same-sex 

relationships” and Denmark’s 2007 “Strategy for Police Action Against Honour-Related 

Crime.”23  

 

3. Apparent Modern-Day Incidence in Canada 

 

The magnitude of honour killings in Canada is largely unknown but there are anecdotal 

reports about its occurrence. Such occurrences often relate to specific cultural 

communities where some immigrants to Canada had maintained cultural practices from 

their country of origin. With the appearance of such cases in Canada, it is important to 

understand the dynamics of honour killing, the risk to potential victims, and the 

characteristics of perpetrators. The following sections set out apparent incidents in 

Canada, gathered from reported criminal court cases, media reports and refugee 
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decisions. According to these sources, there were at least a dozen killings that appear to 

have been committed in the name of “honour” in Canada in the decade between 1999 and 

2009. 

 

3.1 Reported Cases 

 

There are a few criminal court cases in Canada that appear to involve fact patterns that 

suggest honour-based killings: 

 

1) In June 2010, Kamikar Singh Dhillon pled guilty to second-degree murder in the 

killing of of his daughter-in-law, Amandeep Kaur Dhillon. On January 1, 2009, 22-year-

old Amandeep was fatally stabbed in the basement of a Mississauga grocery store.  Her 

father-in-law was also found at the scene of the crime with stab wounds which he 

claimed were caused by the victim. These were later found to have been self-inflicted and 

he was charged with first-degree murder.  He was sentenced to life imprisonment with no 

chance of parole for 15 years. He told investigators he was justified in killing Amandeep 

because she was going to dishonour their family by leaving his son for another man. 24 

2) Also in June 2010, 57-year-old father, Muhammad Parvez, and his 26-year-old son, 

Waqas, pled guilty to second-degree murder death of 16-year-old Aqsa Parvez.25 Aqsa’s 

father and brother were charged with first-degree murder after she was found strangled in 

her family’s Mississauga home in December 2007. Friends said that Aqsa was 

experiencing conflicts with her family due to her refusal to wear the hijab, the Islamic 

headscarf worn by some Muslim women. In order to spend less time at home she had 

been staying with another family who described her as a “typical” teenager trying to fit 

in. She was reportedly attempting to repair her strained relationship with her family prior 

to her killing.26 

3) In May 2009, Hasibullah Sadiqi, 23, was convicted of two counts of first degree 

murder and was sentenced to life imprisonment with parole ineligibility for 25 years, for 

the murder of his sister, Khatera Sadiqi, 20, and her fiancé, Feroz Mangal, 23. The 

victims were gunned down on Sept. 19, 2006, in a car parked outside an Ottawa shopping 
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plaza. The trio had been out for dinner and a movie with friends, and conversation turned 

to their father, from whom Ms. Sadiqi was estranged. The Sadiqi and Mangal families 

were both from Afghanistan but the Sadiqis are Tajik, while the Mangals are Pashtun. 

Hasibullah told the court he had wanted his sister to show greater respect for their father 

youth and became angry when Mr. Mangal did not support him on this point. The Crown 

argued it was an honour killing sparked by anger over the couple’s engagement which 

was not authorized by the father.27 To our knowledge, the case of Sadiqi was the first in 

Canada where the prosecution used the argument of honour killing to prove pre-

meditation.  

 

4) In January 2009, Mr. Dulay’s application to reduce his term of parole ineligibility 

based on his change in attitude toward the cultural justification of the murders he 

committed was dismissed. In 1991, Kulvinder Dulay killed his younger sister, Kalwinder 

Dulay, her husband, Gurdawr Dulay and the man they lived with in Calgary, Mukesh 

Sharma. Mr. Dulay indicated that his family had disapproved of sister’s marriage and that 

as the eldest son he was responsible for cleansing the family honour by killing them. He 

was convicted of two counts of first degree murder, for which he received the mandatory 

life sentence with parole ineligibility of 25 years, and one count of second degree murder, 

for which he got the mandatory life sentence with parole ineligibility for 18 years.28 

 

5)  In November 2009, Sugirthanraj Kailayapillai was sentenced to life imprisonment 

without parole eligibility for 14 years for the 2006 killing of his wife, Ms. Subramaniam, 

hanging her body in the garage and sending his four-year old daughter and his mother-in-

law to the garage to discover the body. The accused claimed that his wife was “of bad 

character” because she had developed a romantic relationship with someone with whom 

she worked. In their victim impact statements, the victim’s mother and sister stated that: 

 

…members of the Tamil community, a community that Ms. Sivanantham [the 

victim’s sister] describes as holding, “some very rigid and traditional values and 

norms when it comes to women”, have suggested that Ms. Subramanian was 

murdered because she was of bad character. This has brought shame to the family, 
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and causes its members, particularly Kanagama [the victim’s mother], to feel 

isolated from their community. They worry that Ms. Subramaniam’s children will 

be ostracized. 29 

 

6) In November 2007, the convictions against Muhammad Khan (the victim’s father) and 

Fatima Khan (the victim’s step-mother) were upheld on appeal.  Mr. Khan was convicted 

in April 2004 of first-degree murder and sentenced to life imprisonment without parole 

for at least 25 years for the murder of his five-year-old daughter, Farah Khan, in their 

home in Toronto in 1999. His wife, Fatima Khan was convicted of second-degree murder 

and sentenced to life imprisonment without parole for at least 15 years in June 2004. On 

the day of the murder he allegedly chased the child around a coffee table in the living 

room of their basement apartment. He then caught her by the hair and legs and beat her 

with a rolling pin. Finally, he banged her head on the table, whereupon she died. Her 

father argued that he had to restore his honour because his daughter was the child of his 

first wife and another man. 30 

 

7) In November 2006, the Supreme Court of Canada refused an appeal from Adi Abdul 

Humaid of his conviction for first degree murder in the death of his wife in 1999.31 Mr. 

Humaid claimed that his wife's insinuations of infidelity caused him to loose control 

because of the significance of female infidelity in Islamic religion and culture.  

 

The Appeal court stated that: 

The difficult problem, as I see it, is that the alleged beliefs which give the insult 

added gravity are premised on the notion that women are inferior to men and that 

violence against women is in some circumstances accepted, if not encouraged. These 

beliefs are antithetical to fundamental Canadian values, including gender equality. It 

is arguable that as a matter of criminal law policy, the "ordinary person" cannot be 

fixed with beliefs that are irreconcilable with fundamental Canadian values. Criminal 

law may simply not accept that a belief system which is contrary to those 

fundamental values should somehow provide the basis for a partial defence to 

murder.32 
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The Court went on to find that “(p)rovocation does not shield an accused who has not lost 

self-control, but has instead acted out of a sense of revenge or a culturally driven sense of 

the appropriate response to someone else's misconduct.”33   

 

8) In March 2005, Rajinder Singh Atwal, originally from the Punjab region of India, was 

convicted of second-degree murder for killing his daughter Amandeep Atwal, who died 

of multiple stab wounds in 2003. He had claimed she had inflicted the wounds on herself, 

but the court heard that Mr. Atwal disapproved of the 17-year-old’s love affair with a 

classmate. Amandeep’s boyfriend, Todd MacIsaac, said the two carried on their romance 

in secret over a two-year period because she was forbidden to date. Mr. Atwal was 

convicted of second degree murder and sentenced to life imprisonment with no 

possibility of parole for 16 years.34 

 

9) In February 2004, the 2002 conviction against Mr. Nahar for the second degree murder 

of his wife, was upheld. In 2001, Mr. Nahar fatally stabbed his wife, was charged with 

second degree murder and raised the defence of provocation on the grounds that her 

disrespect and defiant behaviour was inconsistent with the expectations of the Sikh 

community and brought shame upon his family. The victim, Kanwaljeet Kaur Nahar, 

allegedly smoked, consumed alcohol and socialized with other men. Mr. Nahar sought to 

prove that because of his cultural background, he was more vulnerable to being provoked 

to acts of violence against his wife than a person from a different cultural background. 

The defence failed at trial and on appeal.35 

 

3.2 Media Reports 

 

There have been a few other cases of alleged honour-based killings reported by media in 

Canada for which Canadian courts have not rendered decisions, including:  

 

1) In June 2009, Rona Amir Mohammad, 50, who appears to be the first wife of 

Mohammad Shafia, and three of her husband’s daughters by the second wife, Zainab, 19; 
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Sahari, 17; and Geeti, 13, were found dead in a submerged car in the Rideau Canal near 

Kingston. The Shafia family was originally from Kabul, Afghanistan, and had lived in 

Dubai, in the United Arab Emirates, for 15 years, prior to immigrating to Canada in 

2007.36 On July 23, 2009. Mr. Shafia, 56, his second wife, Tooba Mohammad Yahya, 39, 

and his son Hamed Shafia, 18, were arrested on charges of four counts of first-degree 

murder and conspiracy to commit murder in the deaths of Mr. Shafia’s three daughters 

and first wife. The trial date is set for early 2011. As noted above, members of Rona’s 

family in Europe have claimed that the deaths were “honour killings”. The media 

reported claims that Rona was seeking a divorce because her husband was abusive.  It has 

also been reported that Zainab's father was angry about her relationship with a Pakistani 

boy. 

 

2) In June 2000, Jaswinder Kaur Sidhu a young woman of Indo-Canadian descent 

secretly met and married her true love while visiting India. This marriage was deemed to 

have brought dishonour to the family because the man she married came from an 

unsuitable background. As a result, she was murdered in India by one of her relatives to 

restore honour to the family. Eleven people, including her uncle, a police inspector and 

the leader of a local gang, were arrested in India in connection with her case.37 

 

3.3 Canadian Refugee Determination Cases 

 

Canadian courts have also had occasion to analyze the phenomenon of honour-based 

killings in the context of refugee protection law, in connection with incidents of honour 

killings occurring outside of Canada. In 1993, Canada was the first country in the world 

to adopt gender persecution guidelines that assist in recognizing gender-based violence as 

a form of persecution for refugee status purposes.38 

 

Women who have a well-founded fear of persecution because of their gender are eligible 

for protection in Canada if the state authorities in their country of nationality are 

unwilling or unable to provide sufficient protection and the woman does not have a viable 

internal flight alternative in the country. There is no need for a woman to have suffered 
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domestic abuse in the past in order to secure protection in Canada. The assessment of the 

well-foundedness of the fear is a forward looking assessment – namely, if the woman 

were to be returned to her country of nationality or last permanent residence, does she 

have a well-founded fear of persecution because of her gender? 

 

There are many decisions by the Refugee Protection Division, the Pre-Removal Risk 

Assessment officers and the Federal Court that recognize that a risk of becoming a victim 

of an honour killing can give rise to a claim for protection as a Convention Refugee or as 

a Protected Person in Canada. A few are set out below. 

 

1) Tabassum v. Canada, 2009 FC 1185 

 

The applicant was a 44 year old citizen from Pakistan. The applicant submitted that since 

March 2006 her husband and his family had declared the applicant to be a source of 

shame and dishonour to their family by her act of touching other men's hair in the course 

of her employment. They are also alleged to have become erroneously convinced that she 

was living with another man in Canada when a male guest of the applicant answered the 

phone at her apartment. The applicant alleged that if she were returned to Pakistan, she 

would be subject to an "honour killing" at the hands of her husband's family. The Court 

overturned the decision of the pre-removal risk assessment (PRRA) officer to refuse the 

refugee application on the grounds that the officer had made unreasonable findings of 

fact with respect to the threats against the applicant because the objective country 

evidence showed that the Government of Pakistan was not able to provide adequate state 

protection against "honour killings." For instance, the U.S. Department of State reports 

1,200 to 1,500 honour killings took place in Pakistan in 2007, notwithstanding 

Government efforts to protect women. 
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2) Jabbour v. Canada, 2009 FC 831 

 

The applicants applied for judicial review of the dismissal of their claim for refugee 

protection. The principal applicant, Ms. Samah Amun, was a divorced Muslim 

Palestinian who was married to the applicant Shadi Jabbour, a Christian Palestinian. Both 

Ms. Amun and Mr. Jabbour were citizens of Israel. Ms. Amun was assaulted by two of 

her brothers when she requested permission to marry Mr. Jabbour, and a third brother 

threatened to kill Mr. Jabbour if she married him. The applicants were harassed and were 

the targets of vandalism, but were told if they could not identify the perpetrators the 

Israeli police could do nothing. The applicants fled Israel out of fear Ms. Amun's brothers 

would kill her. The Panel rejected their application but on judicial review the Court found 

that there was evidence before the Panel that raised questions about the effectiveness of 

police protection in Israel in relation to the threat of an honour killing of a Muslim 

woman. The matter was therefore sent back for re-determination by a different panel. 

 

3) Erdogu v. Canada, 2008 FC 407 

 

The applicant claimed she would be at risk if she were removed to Turkey because her 

father had threatened to kill her after learning of her pre-marital affair with her former 

boyfriend. She gave evidence from her family members, a neighbour and a psychiatric 

report. The pre-removal risk assessment (PRRA) Officer did not dispute that the 

applicant faced the risk of a possible honour killing, but chose to assign greater weight to 

the documentary evidence, particularly that protection was available to women who were 

subjected to violence. The PRRA Officer's decision did not refer to the portions of the 

documentary evidence that corroborated the reality of honour killings in Turkey and the 

fact that the government's efforts had not completely addressed the issue of effective 

protection for women. The application was allowed. 
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4) Qalawi v. Canada, [2007] F.C.J. No. 904 

 

Amjad Qalawi, a Jordanian citizen, sought refugee protection in Canada based upon his 

fear that members of a rival family wanted to kill him for having an illicit relationship 

with one of their female relatives. The Board had rejected Qalawi’s application on the 

grounds that the family did not fit the profile of one whose members would be involved 

in an honour killing. The Board also did not accept that Qalawi would be killed because 

he had entered into an agreement with the family to marry the female relative in question. 

The application for judicial review was allowed. The judge found that the Board 

overlooked documentary evidence that honour killings are not limited to rural, poor 

families, and evidence that honour killings can be carried out even after pledges were 

signed by male family members promising not to harm errant individuals. 

 

5) Syed v. Canada, [2005] F.C.J. No. 1710 

 

Three members of a Pakistani family – a mother and her two sons – sought refugee 

protection. One of the sons had been involved with a girl whose family then killed her, 

beat him, and issued a fatwa against his entire family. The Board accepted this evidence. 

The claim of the son who was beaten was accepted, but the claims of his family were 

rejected. The application for judicial review was allowed. The Board had accepted 

evidence that the entire family were targets of the fatwa. The judge ruled that the Board 

overlooked other documentary evidence that suggested the mother and son were at risk if 

they returned to Pakistan. 

 

6) I.F.X. (Re) [2000] CDD No. 166 

 

A 24-year old Roman Catholic, Arab-Israeli woman was granted refugee protection on 

the basis of her fear of becoming the victim of an honour killing in Israel. The claimant 

had been forced to marry her first cousin at the age of fourteen and was treated badly by 

her in-laws. After arriving in Canada, her husband left her. She then started dating a 

Canadian landed immigrant and became pregnant. She feared that she would become the 
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victim of an honour killing if she were returned to Israel and her family discovered her 

extra-marital relationship. There was significant evidence of honour killings among Arab 

Israelis, and also evidence that despite the efforts of the central Israeli government to 

curb this type of violence, the government was unable to protect women like the 

claimant. The panel considered the husband’s penchant for violence against his wife and 

found that there existed more than a mere possibility of persecution for the claimant if 

she were removed from Canada. 

 

4. Historical Context - Origins of Honour Killing 

 

Honour killings have been known since ancient Roman times, when the pater familias, or 

senior male within a household, retained the right to kill an unmarried but sexually active 

daughter or an adulterous wife.39 Honour-based crimes were known in medieval Europe 

where early Jewish law mandated death by stoning for an adulterous wife and her 

partner.40  Today the practice is most commonly associated with regions in North Africa 

and the Middle East.  

 

Sharif Kanaana, professor of anthropology at Birzeit University states that honour killing 

is “a complicated issue that cuts deep into the history of Arab society.” He further 

observes: 

What the men of the family, clan, or tribe seek control of in a patrilineal society is 

reproductive power. Women for the tribe were considered a factory for making 

men. The honor killing is not a means to control sexual power or behavior. What's 

behind it is the issue of fertility, or reproductive power.41   

 

Historically, in some Arab countries under Ottoman rule, a killer would “sprinkle his 

victim’s blood on his clothes and parade through the streets displaying the bloody murder 

weapon… to increase his honour,” thereby attracting community respect rather than 

condemnation for taking a life. 42  
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It is not necessary that the victim actually transgress any behavioural norms, as an 

Amnesty International statement notes: 

The mere perception that a woman has contravened the code of sexual behavior 

damages honor. The regime of honor is unforgiving: women on whom suspicion has 

fallen are not given an opportunity to defend themselves, and family members have 

no socially acceptable alternative but to remove the stain on their honor by attacking 

the woman.43  

 

This can be explained on the basis of the feudal and cultural mind-sets. In the 

perpetrators’ faulty vision, “It is better to eliminate the suspect before the matter blows 

out of proportion and the talk spreads to the community,” even where the suspicion is 

groundless.44 

 

5. Honour Killing - Worldwide 

 

The notions of honour and shame and their use as justification for violence and killing is 

not unique to any one culture or religion.45 Indeed, honour and honour-based violence are 

reflected in historical events in many countries, and in many works of literature. 

 

For instance, duelling was a key practice through which claims of masculine honour were 

made, maintained and understood in Western societies.46 In France, Le Cid told the story 

of a man insulted by a slap across the face, who asked his son to defend his honour in a 

duel. In Canada, duelling continued into the late 1800s.47 

 

In Britain, for example, the fifth wife of Henry VIII was beheaded based on allegations of 

adultery. In British literature, Shakespeare's Desdemona was killed over allegations of 

infidelity, and Romeo and Juliet tracked an ancient family feud over honour. King Arthur 

and the Knights of the Round Table centred on notions of honour. The premise of the 

Three Musketeers was the King’s guards avenging the betrayal of the king by Cardinal 

Richelieu.  
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Similar notions can be traced in Latin American societies. In Brazil and parts of Latin 

America, machismo is often described as a code of honour. In the early times of Peru, the 

laws of the Incas permitted husbands to starve their wives to death as punishment for 

committing an adulterous act. Aztec laws resulted in death by stoning or strangulation for 

female adultery during the early times of Mexico.48 

 

Several great wars started over honour. Likely the clearest of these was the Trojan War, 

which began over the honour of Helen. Her father required that all her suitors defend his 

choice for her marriage, thereby setting all of Greece against Troy.  

 

In Ancient Roman times, the senior male within a household retained the right to kill a 

related woman if she was engaged in pre-marital or extra-marital relations.49 According 

to Blackstone, the Roman law justified homicide “when committed in defence of the 

chastity either of oneself or relations”. 50 

 

Honour-based violence51 can be between men only, and sometimes involves women as 

collaborators.  However, it appears to be perpetrated almost exclusively by men against 

women and children whom they consider to “belong” to them. It generally appears in the 

following sets of circumstances: 

 Adultery 

 Pre-marital sex or having a child out of wedlock (although honour may be 

restored through a “shotgun wedding”) 

 Disobeying parents, or 

 Patriotism/Personal Insult/Defaulting on Monetary Debts (typically between 

men). 

 

Honour is expressed in many other terms, including “vengeance,” “avenging,” “saving 

face,” etc.  However, it is notable that honour-based killings in most Arab and South 

Asian countries are perpetrated against daughters, sisters or nieces and not against wives. 

The reason may relate to the distinction between dishonouring as “collective” injury as 

opposed to dishonouring as “individual” injury.52 In community-based honour systems, a 
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husband’s feelings of jealousy, which could be classified as individual hurt pride or 

honour, are not generally viewed as sufficient grounds for murder. However, the 

transgressions of a wife can cause a collective injury to her family of origin, which is 

ultimately responsible for punishing her.53  

 

One author speculates that the concepts of “honour” and “shame” can be found in modern 

Western forms of intimate-partner violence, noting that the notion of honour in such 

cases is highly individualized and based on the abuser’s personal code of behaviour 

imposed upon the victim.54   

 

As one author notes: 

Among the most interesting findings reported by social scientists is the fact that 

men and women stand in a markedly different relationship to the whole system of 

allotting honor in “cultures of honor.” For example, one observation that has been 

made recurrently is that men are the only possible sources, or active generators 

(agents), of honor. The only active effect that women can have on honor, in those 

cultures in which this is a central value, is to destroy it. But women do have that 

power: they can destroy the honor of the males in their household. The culturally 

defined symbol system through which women in patriarchies bring honor or 

dishonor to men is the world of sex -- that is, female sexual behavior. In this value 

system, which is both absurd from any rational standpoint and highly dangerous 

to the continued survival of our species given its effect of stimulating male 

violence, men delegate to women the power to bring dishonor on men. That is, 

men put their honor in the hands of ‘their’ women.”55 

 

Another author has contrasted cultures of honour with cultures of law: 

One can contrast cultures of honour with cultures of law. From the viewpoint of 

anthropology, cultures of honour typically appear among nomadic peoples and 

herdsmen who carry their most valuable property with them and risk having it 

stolen, without having recourse to law enforcement or government. In this 

situation, inspiring fear forms a better strategy than promoting friendship; and 



 

 20

cultivating a reputation for swift and disproportionate revenge increases the safety 

of your person and property. Thinkers ranging from Montesquieu to Steven 

Pinker have remarked upon the mindset needed for a culture of honour.  

 

Cultures of honour therefore appear amongst Bedouins, Scottish and English 

herdsmen of the Border country, and many similar peoples, who have little 

allegiance to a national government; among cowboys, frontiersmen, and ranchers 

of the American West, where official law-enforcement often remained out of 

reach, as famously celebrated in Western movies; and among aristocrats, who 

enjoy hereditary privileges that put them beyond the reach of general laws. 

Cultures of honour also flourish in criminal underworlds and gangs, whose 

members carry large amounts of cash and contraband and cannot complain to the 

law if it is stolen. … 

 

Once a culture of honour exists, it is difficult for its members to make the 

transition to a culture of law; this requires that people become willing to back 

down and refuse to immediately retaliate, and from the viewpoint of the culture of 

honour this appears as a weak and unwise act. 56 

 

6. Honour Killing - In Countries with Islamic Law 

 

In many Arab countries, the practice of honour killing dates back to pre-Islamic times 

when Arab settlers occupied a region adjacent to Sindh, known as Baluchistan (in 

Pakistan).57 These Arab settlers had patriarchal traditions such as live burials of newly 

born daughters. Such traditions trace back to the earliest historic times of Ancient 

Babylon, where the predominant view was that a woman’s virginity belonged to her 

family.58 

 

There is no mention of honour killing in the Quran or Hadiths. Honour killing, in Islamic 

definitions, refers specifically to extra-legal punishment by the family against a woman, 

and is forbidden by the Sharia (Islamic law). Religious authorities disagree with extra 
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punishments such as honour killing and prohibit it, so the practice of it is a cultural and 

not a religious issue. However, since Islam has influence over vast numbers of Muslims 

in many countries and from many cultures, some use Islam to justify honour killing even 

though there is no support for honour killing in Islam. 

 

Traditional interpretations of Islamic law (or Sharia) prescribe severe punishments for 

zina, or extramarital sex, by both men and women. This is, however, not a new practice; 

it has been around since ancient times and is common practice in other religions and 

cultures as well. Under Islamic law, premarital sex could be punished by up to 100 

lashes, while adultery is punishable by lethal stoning. The act must, however, be attested 

by at least four Muslim male witnesses of good character. Punishments are reserved to 

the legal authorities, and false accusations are themselves punished severely. 

 

The execution of the Saudi Arabian princess Misha'al is an example of an honour killing 

in which the execution did not follow any Islamic religious court proceeding but was 

ordered directly by her grandfather after she admitted adultery.59 

 

Interpretations of these rules vary. Some Arabs regard it as their right under both tradition 

and Sharia (by the process of al-urf), though this contradicts the views of the vast 

majority of Islamic scholars (fuqaha). Ayatollah Ali Khamenei of Iran has condemned 

the practice as "un-Islamic", though punishment under Iranian law remains lenient for 

those who commit honour-based killings.  

 

In Indonesia, generally believed to be the country with the largest Muslim population, 

honour killings are unknown, as is the case in parts of West Africa with majority-Muslim 

populations and in many other Islamic countries such as Bangladesh. According to 

Sheikh Atiyyah Saqr, former head of the al-Azhar University Fatwa Committee: 

Like all other religions, Islam strictly prohibits murder and killing without legal 

justification. Allah, Most High, says, “Whoso slayeth a believer of set purpose, 

his reward is Hell for ever. Allah is wroth against him and He hath cursed him 

and prepared for him an awful doom.” (An-Nisa’: 93) The so-called “honor 
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killing” is based on ignorance and disregard of morals and laws, which cannot be 

abolished except by disciplinary punishments.60 

 

7. The Psyche of the Honour Killer 

 

Male empowerment has existed for ages as it is rooted deeply in most societies of the 

world. Men from traditional cultural backgrounds followed the principle of “male 

dominance,” viewing women in their traditional domestic roles. With advancements, 

women are obtaining equal rights and are assuming important roles in societies of 

developed countries and in a number of developing nations. With world-wide migration, 

there is growing concern among men, originating from traditional cultural backgrounds, 

that in alien lands “their” women may get “tainted” by the surrounding dominant culture. 

In order to avoid this, they may become exceedingly strict about religion, assume 

aggressive attitudes, and at times resort to violence. Perpetual anxiety and hyper-

vigilance becomes predominant in the psyche of these men. Men who are socially 

deprived and economically constrained may tend to develop “narcissistic enjoyment” by 

exercising power over women who are either their daughters or their wives. 

 

Evolutionary theories may help to explain why honour killings occur. Paternal certainty 

has always been of great importance to males willing to make investments in offspring 

thought to be their own. Therefore, while females are certain of their parentage, males 

may have to resort to aggression to overcome threats to safeguard their paternal certainty. 

Many cultures have acknowledged this importance through social norms protective of 

male exclusivity in sexual relations and patriarchal laws against adultery.61 

 

It is likely that socio-cultural attitudes play a major role in the psyche of honour killing 

perpetrators as well. Socio-cultural influences may affect the disturbed psyche of a 

section of people who could perpetrate a reign of power with utmost cruelty and 

mindlessness. However, many individuals faced with similar socio-cultural influences do 

not endorse such acts. It is for this reason that one must also consider the role played by 

psychopathology in honour killings. 
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Although there have been no studies to indicate the presence or absence of 

psychopathology in honour killers, observations of various honour killing cases indicate 

the possibility of a psychopathological process. Many media case reports of honour 

killings have portrayed certain psychopathic traits in perpetrators. Personality traits, 

especially psychopathic traits, may manifest in the form of reckless disregard for the 

safety of women, failure to conform to lawful behaviours and the lack of remorse. In a 

number of legal situations, violent acts of premeditated homicides carried an indication of 

some sort of psychopathology. For example, the perpetrator could be suffering from 

“acute stress disorder.” Those with acute stress disorder will experience dissociative 

symptoms such as emotional numbing, amnesia, derealisation and depersonalization upon 

being confronted with a perceived serious threat. There may be a number of psychiatric 

disorders that can result in a homicide of this nature. For example, paranoid 

schizophrenia or an unspecified psychosis that is influenced by a perceptual disorder may 

result in such crimes. 

 

The psychopathology may range from borderline personality disorder through to frank 

psychosis. The development of psyche among individuals is shaped by cultural 

archetypes, traditional mind sets, belief systems and hyper-religious ambience. 

 

Cultural mind set augmented by delusions can lead to dangerous perspectives when we 

talk about “honour killing.” Cultural mind-set, if compounded with psychopathology, 

especially a schizophrenic illness, may lead to diminished responsibility in terms of 

crimes. At the same time, pure personality issues cannot and should not be considered 

sufficient for diminished responsibility where honour crimes are premeditated and 

carefully planned and executed.   

 

This analysis also adds to the evidence that careful psychiatric evaluation of homicide 

offenders is necessary in these cases. When clinicians make a diagnosis of 

psychopathology in cases of honour killings, they must do so with great caution. Having 

an understanding of the motives and socio-cultural attitudes is crucial in making an 
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accurate and unbiased assessment. The majority of offenders probably do not have a 

psychopathology that might indicate diminished responsibility.  

 

It is important to remember that honour killings are often erroneously equated with 

“crimes of passion,” which are abrupt, impulsive and unpremeditated acts of violence 

committed by persons who have come face to face with an incident unacceptable to them 

and who are rendered incapable of self-control for the duration of the act. 

 

As per Ratner’s62 work, emotions are best understood as cognitive appraisals of situations 

that are made on the basis of cultural beliefs and norms that implicate “self” more deeply. 

In this context, while crimes of passion may be seen as somewhat premeditated to a 

certain extent, honour killings are usually deliberate, well planned and premeditated acts 

when a person kills a female relative ostensibly to uphold his honour. Hence, on the 

surface, honour killing is just like any premeditated murder and, in the absence of a 

diagnosed psychopathology, should meet the same punishment by a court of law.  

 

The role of mental health professionals is of vital importance in any murder case, 

including an honour killing. When it comes to specific trials in honour-killing cases, a 

well-trained psychiatrist with a good background of cultural education can help the legal 

system. Upon referral by the criminal justice system, a psychiatrist (expert) can take a 

number of steps to assess a person who has been accused of an honour killing. The most 

important part of the evaluation should be a thorough history focusing on the 

psychodynamic aspects of the accused’s development, including personal history with 

cultural beliefs and background and past history with emphasis on forensic issues.  

 

A thorough mental-state examination may reveal the presence of any psychopathology, 

indicating serious, clearly identifiable mental-health issues. Some psychological tests 

such as a personality assessment may help in the evaluation. Cognitive testing, where 

appropriate, can become a part of this process. In some selected cases, even MRI 

(magnetic resonance imaging), EEG (electroencephalogram) and PET (positron emission 

tomography) studies may become valuable addendums while preparing a thorough report. 
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8. Profiles in Honour Killings 

 

Information on the incidence of honour killings is not widely collected. There are some 

agencies in Pakistan, however, that have attempted to quantify the incidence rate of 

honour killings. While these rates are descriptively useful, it is difficult to make 

generalizations since these numbers are likely an underestimation of the actual figures. 

Many cases of honour killing go unreported for a variety of reasons, such as police 

refusal to register these cases, and many of these deaths may be incorrectly reported as 

suicides or accidents. Indeed, a special envoy for the United Nations sent to Turkey to 

investigate suspicious suicides amongst Kurdish girls, was quoted as saying that some 

suicides appeared in Kurdish-inhabited regions of Turkey to be “honour killings 

disguised as a suicide or an accident.” 63 

 

The inaccurate nature of these incidence rates is reflected by the discrepancies in the 

incidence rates reported by various agencies. The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan 

reports 1,464 honour killings occurred in Pakistan between 1998 and 2002.64 The 

Pakistan government reported that 4,101 honour killings were registered between 1998 

and 2003. The Madadgaar helpline database reported 3,339 honour killings between 2000 

and 2004. And finally, a police report indicated that a total of 4,383 honour killings were 

reported in Pakistan between 2001 and 2004, with 2,228 of these occurring in Sindh.65  

 

Epidemiological data assists in characterizing victim, perpetrator and accomplice 

profiles. The following profiles were developed based on data from Pakistan. These 

profiles may assist in understanding honour killings that occur in Canada.  
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8.1 Victim Profile 

 

The victims of honour killings are most often adult females who are married.66 

Nevertheless, those who are single or male may also be affected, and at any age. 

 

Women who are unemployed, illiterate and living in impoverished conditions have an 

even higher risk of being a victim. The combination of economic vulnerability, limited 

social supports and lack of awareness of their legal rights often prevents women from 

changing their subordinate status in society.  

 

The psychological burden on females in a patriarchal society is evident by the high 

prevalence of mental illness among women in Pakistan. Hence, it is possible that many 

victims of this patriarchal act may have suffered from mental illness. Nevertheless, it is 

inevitable that as soon as a woman is accused, she will endure significant psychological 

distress, which may even lead her to commit suicide prior to what she sees as the 

inevitable homicide.67 

 

8.2 Perpetrator Profile 

 

Almost all the perpetrators are male family members, most commonly husbands or 

fathers followed by brothers. Where possible, the family will decide to choose 

perpetrators who are under the age of eighteen, as this is akin to “young male syndrome” 

in which competition for honour, status and marriage prospects is most intense. This 

allows the perpetrator to serve the shortest possible imprisonment as a juvenile offender. 

Factors associated with such crimes are economic disadvantage, class or position and 

pressure to fulfill gender norms. These factors result in violence against women as an 

expression of masculinity and as an outlet for frustrations at the inability to meet societal 

or community expectations.  

 

Interestingly, the data also indicate that the perpetrator’s weapon of choice for most 

honour killings is a firearm. Other methods have included stabbing, strangulation, 
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hanging, electrocution or poisoning.68 Regardless of the weapon chosen, most deaths are 

quite violent in nature. 

 

There have been no studies to date to indicate the presence or absence of a 

psychopathological process leading perpetrators to commit honour killings. However, 

many of the case reports that were reviewed indicated the presence of certain 

psychopathic traits in perpetrators. Such traits included the reckless disregard for the 

safety of women, failure to conform to lawful behaviours and the lack of remorse. The 

fact that some have used the honour killing tradition to conceal other motives for their 

homicidal actions lends weight to the argument of a psychopathic process. 

Finally, the process of covering up their actions leads one to believe that most 

perpetrators have preserved insight into the criminal nature of their actions, but they. 

believe that restoring their family honour is more important than avoiding criminal 

sanctions. 

 

8.3 Accomplice Profile 

 

Family members of the victim, community members, and legal and government 

authorities in some countries may become explicit or implicit accomplices in the deaths. 

Families and communities contribute to covering up the perpetrator’s homicide by 

maintaining their silence because of their support for honour killing as a culturally 

acceptable and heroic act. Others keep their silence due to a fear of retribution. For 

example, tribal courts have been known to implement death sentences on those who 

report honour killings to the police.69 

 

Legal and government authorities in some countries contribute to covering up the 

perpetrator’s crime by avoiding involvement in such cases. Even when they do become 

involved, gender discrimination often continues to create support for the perpetrator. 

Sometimes these authorities can also be corrupt, resulting in further disadvantage to 

females. The lack of legal intervention is evident by the fact that few of the accused 

perpetrators are arrested. 
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9. Socio-Cultural Influences and Honour Killings 

 

Traditional misinterpretations of religion have played a role in developing a patriarchal 

culture that places an emphasis on female chastity and male superiority. The power 

dynamics of patriarchy reduce women to their reproductive potential, and in the process 

deny them agency as human beings.  

 

Women are considered to have monetary value and to be the property of male family 

members. Therefore, men control much of the lives of women, including social 

relationships. The preservation of a woman’s chastity and fidelity, through segregation 

and control, becomes the responsibility of the men to whom she “belongs.” A female’s 

illicit relationship goes against the socio-cultural framework in Pakistan, causing family 

honour to be tarnished. A man’s ability to protect his family’s honour is judged by 

society. As a result, he must demonstrate his power to safeguard his family’s honour by 

killing those who damaged it. 

 

The concept of women as property and honour remains deeply entrenched in the socio-

cultural fabric of many countries. As a result, many individuals, including women, 

support this ritual. This may also be the reason why in some regions of countries where 

the concept of honour is predominant, legal authorities often ignore the daily occurrences 

of women being killed by their families. 

 

Despite being legally proscribed, socio-cultural patterns and feudal attitudes remain 

unchanged. Many people in such cultures continue to feel that honour killings are 

justifiable, and therefore, perpetrators are rarely brought to justice. The few cases that go 

to court usually result in lenient sentences or pardons for males. As honour killing is a 

“retaliation crime,” judges may have the option of allowing victim’s families to accept a 

simple apology, money, land or another female from the perpetrator as compensation for 

their crime. 
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In recent years, it appears that the practice of honour killing is being used for reasons 

other than restoring family honour.  Such cases are referred to as “false honour killings.” 
70 An example would be a man who kills another man in revenge for a personal feud or 

financial gain, then claims the killing was done to cleanse the family honour because the 

deceased had allegedly done something inappropriate with a female relative who will also 

have to be killed. By sacrificing a woman in the household to be accused of some act that 

damages the family honour, a man will obtain the customary endorsement of any 

subsequent actions.  

 

Another example of a false honour killing can occur within poorer communities in Sindh 

(Pakistan), when a woman is considered to be a financial burden on the household. In 

these communities, individuals sometimes use accusations of “karo-kari”71 as a way of 

acquiring wealth or land. Declaring a woman of their household to be a kari allows a 

family to obtain the victim’s share of an inheritance as well as any appropriate 

compensation from the co-accused karo.  

 

Questions arise as to why women are targets of violence in one form or other, including 

from the ancient Arab custom of burying daughters alive, honour killings in different 

parts of the world, the ritual of “sati” 72 and subjecting women to forced prostitution and 

bonded labour.  

 

It is important to look at this problem from a psychiatric angle. The theory of aggression 

against their own kind has something to say, but there are many other possible 

explanations. By virtue of human nature, in many instances it is the still dominant “id”, 

based on the pleasure principle), that has lead to the perpetration of crimes like karo-kari. 

This can be furthered by low levels of literacy and limited insight about ethical and 

religious values. The disturbed psychodynamics of perpetrators, who may develop 

revenge and sadism, is also a possible factor in the commission of violent crimes such as 

honour killings.73   
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A new study74 found biological brain differences between criminal psychopaths and other 

people, when they process facial emotion. The growing scientific and popular focus on 

genes has also contributed to a resurgence of behavioural genetic determinism. 

Personality traits have been found to be risk factors for engaging in criminal behavior.75 

The dopaminergic and adrenergic pathways are also known to be associated with 

impulsivity and hostility.76 Evans et al77 identified an association between a serotonin 

receptor gene (HTR2C) and impulsivity in males. Finally, the theory of XYY 

chromosome pattern78 has not gained much momentum, but still holds place in the 

literature when it comes to an explanation of violent behaviour. 

 

Mental illnesses are also known to be associated with criminal behaviour.  A study79 

reveals that among homicide offenders, 20 per cent had psychotic illness and 54 per cent 

had personality disorder as a principal or secondary diagnosis. Psychopathy has been 

discussed widely in the context of criminality, especially in terms of its characteristically 

callous and unemotional personality profile. According to Kiehl,80 organic findings on 

MRIs of criminal psychopaths indicated their failure to show the appropriate neural 

differentiation between abstract and concrete stimuli in the right anterior temporal gyrus 

and surrounding cortex. There is support for the theory that psychopaths are associated 

with right hemisphere abnormalities for processing conceptually abstract material.  

 

There are many possible explanations in terms of mental mechanisms for those who 

resort to honour killings. However, there are also questions that may arise. Are the 

perpetrators real psychopaths (in which case they would demonstrate the salient feature 

of “lack of remorse or guilt”)? Are they insane? If so, then why are they at liberty in the 

community? Are they mentally ill? If yes, then why have they not come to the attention 

of mental health services? It is quite understandable, given the cultural context where 

mental illness is still a stigma and most people would not give due importance to 

psychiatric disorders.  

 

Is it easy to rule out the possibility of “mass psyche” disturbance? Can it be a social 

norm? The answer to this cannot be in the affirmative, as karo-kari is only endemic in 
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Pakistan, and is present in different forms at a global level. It will not be surprising if, one 

day, what may be named the “Karo-Kari Syndrome” emerges as a new culture-bound 

syndromes specific to Pakistan.  This syndrome may be explained in clinical terms as 

“sudden feelings of loss of honour, feeling as if power and control are gone, extreme 

anger, irritability and the wild impulse of killing the identified targets.” Such features are 

somewhat similar to “Latah”,81 which is a recognized culture-bound syndrome. The 

syndrome may also reflect that the pleasure principle of “id” has remained immature and 

has not attained full evolution and transformation.  

 

10. Mental Health and Honour Killings 

 

Patriarchal biases contribute to the occurrence of honour killings. However, there are 

many individuals with similar socio-cultural influences who don’t endorse such acts. It is 

for this reason that one must also consider the role of psychopathy, as alluded to in the 

previous section. 

 

With respect to the victims, there is global consensus that suppression and violence not 

only violate a woman’s basic rights but also threaten her health and the very state of her 

being. Patriarchal biases also have an impact on the mental health of the victims. The 

frequency of honour killings and the unexpectedness with which women are targeted 

contributes to an atmosphere of fear among Pakistani women. The experience of being 

controlled and the lack of equal opportunities have the potential to erode a woman's self-

esteem, and thereby put her at a high risk for developing a variety of psychiatric disorders 

such as depression and anxiety.  

 

The threat of honour killings may sometimes lead to voluntary or involuntary suicide. 

Women who are accused may conduct “honour suicides” because of the shame they 

experience from committing a dishonourable act or because they fear being brutally 

attacked.82 This may help to explain why studies depict high rates of suicides among 

women in some cultures.83 
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Another important consideration is the psychological impact endured by children who 

witness domestic conflicts and honour based violence. These children face increased risk 

of behavioural problems, substance abuse, anxiety and depression. Furthermore, these 

children will be at a higher risk of modeling acts such as honour killings later in their 

own lives. 

 

11. Conclusion 

 

The twin notions of “honour” and of “shame” and their use as justifications for violence 

and homicide can be found in many cultures. Honour killings have historical roots in 

many regions of the world including Latin America, Europe, the Middle East and South 

Asia. In some Arab and South Asian states, where modern-day incidences of honour 

killings are more predominant, the practice of honour killings likely originates from 

ancient Arab culture, with its roots from Pakistan.  
 

However, honour killings are not associated with particular religions or religious practice: 

they have been recorded across Christian, Jewish, Sikh, Hindu and Muslim communities. 

Often, honour killings are not a religiously motivated crime, but are based on personal 

agendas, personal ego and personal mindset. In some cases, there are psychological 

connotations, as studies have shown that some perpetrators have undiagnosed mental 

illness and psychopathic traits or disorders.  

 

While honour as a cultural justification for killing is in keeping with the mindset of 

certain groups, this motive cannot be attributed to entire populations, as many of the 

people from same country would not share that belief system. The existence of cultural 

norms and practices does not reduce individual responsibility except in those rare 

occasions where there is significant individual psychopathology.  

 

Gaining a better understanding of the individual, familial, community and cultural factors 

at play in honour killings is important for Canadian professionals who come into contact 

with potential victims, accomplices or offenders. From the literature review and media 
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reports, it is evident that honour killings do occasionally occur in Canada. So far, over the 

past decade in Canada there have been at least a dozen reported homicides which appear 

to have been honour killings. Hopefully this paper will contribute to raising awareness of 

the complex dynamics at play in cases of honour killings with a view to preventing future 

tragedies.   
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